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Abstract   
The incidence rate of Gender-Based Violence (GBV) is another pandemic that South Africa is faced 
with. Hence, there is a need to point out and address the main drivers of GBV in the country. Most 
cultural practices in Africa, which create favourable conditions for GBV to flourish, are rooted in a 
patriarchal foundation that favours men and places women in a subservient position. Among such 
cultural customs is the practice of Ukuthwala commonly referred to as forced child marriages. 
Through Ukuthwala, young girls are taken out of school to become brides to older men. The practice 
often happens because of intense cultural or religious beliefs, gender inequality; poverty and 
economic hardships of the young girls’ families. In many instances, the young girls are never given 
an opportunity to consent to these marriages because in some African cultures, a female being must 
never speak; raise her concerns or give her own opinion. Drawing from the arguments of African 
Feminisms theory, this research study employs a qualitative methodology to explore the Ukuthwala 
lived-experiences of women from Mmapeng village in the Eastern Cape Province. The study 
centralises the voices of these women by providing them with an opportunity to share their 
experiences and the meanings they attach to the custom of Ukuthwala. In-depth interviews were 
conducted with six women participants whose experiences shed light into fully understanding 
Ukuthwala and assist in the development of effective interventions. The study found that despite 
the governmental and non-governmental efforts made to combat Ukuthwala, it is still very 
prevalent in many South African rural areas. Furthermore, it emerged that the practitioners of this 
custom, which is fuelled by the deep patriarchal cultural beliefs of most South African tribes, view 
it as an integral part of their cultural and ethnic identity. Though the Constitution of South Africa of 
1996 affords every citizen the right to practice their culture, is it still culture if it violates the human 
rights of other people? As an answer to this question, I bring to the fore one of the key findings from 
this study: the Ukuthwala custom has digressed from being a pure traditional practice to a serious 
act of criminality; and this has had an enormous contribution to the high rates of GBV in South 
Africa. Hence there is a need to provide rural African women with a platform, beyond this study, to 
have a voice and speak up about their lived-experiences and their thoughts of Ukuthwala. This is 
aimed at attracting the attention of key stakeholders such as the government and activists to ensure 
effective intervention. The study emphasises the need to combat this dehumanising and distorted 
form of Ukuthwala; and it further recommends that resources be invested in empowering young 
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Chapter 1. Introduction: An Overview of the Practice of 
Ukuthwala 
1.1 Introduction 
Looking at the countless efforts that have been made over the years to address the gender 
inequalities between men and women in developing countries, there is no doubt that women have 
reached progressive improvements in rights; widened access to education and employment; as well 
as in health (Word Bank 2012). In terms of education, access for women has widened to the extent 
that in some regions like East Asia, more girls are enrolled in school than boys (World Bank 2012). 
In addition, a vast number of women is now partaking in the labour force or paid work throughout 
the world. However, despite all this progressive growth, women still make up a large proportion of 
the world’s most vulnerable group (United Nations 2020; Wilson 2005). In most low- and mid-
income regions, women are more subjected to living a subordinated life and are most likely to die 
compared to their male counterparts (World Bank 2012). Besides the fact that death can be caused 
by nature, factors such as oppressive cultural beliefs, religion, patriarchy, and the disparities women 
face daily in their households all account for the main cause of the high mortality rate of women in 
such regions. These various gender inequalities that take place in both economic and social worlds 
have led to the outcome of serious consequences in women’s lives including voicelessness and child 
marriage.  
This research study is greatly inspired and directed by the words of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 
about the danger of a single story. The Nigerian feminist icon and author argues that “the single 
story creates stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that 
they are incomplete. They make one story become the only story” (Adichie 2009: TED talk speech). 
The single story could be attributed to how women have for centuries suffered different forms of 
oppression and arguably continue to suffer in subtle forms in the 21st century.  The silencing of 
women’s voices has always been an issue throughout the whole world and due to the dominating 
patriarchal structural systems, that often favour men, women continue to be faced with not being 
able to speak up for themselves and to raise their concerns about the realities they live in (Kalra and 






invisible. The above quote from Adichie describes the reality of most African women, particularly 
rural women who, in most cases are faced with the challenge of being ‘voiceless’ (Ayanga 2016).  
Consequently, the rural women are silenced in the name of cultural and traditional beliefs that guide 
the behaviour of each societal group’s members. Amongst numerous cultural beliefs in South Africa, 
this study focuses on the cultural practice of forced child marriages or Ukuthwala as it is locally 
known. The study centralises the voices of women from Mmapeng village in the Eastern Cape by 
providing them with an opportunity to share their Ukuthwala lived-experiences and to raise the 
meanings they have attached to this custom. 
Marriage is a commonly practiced social institution throughout the world and it refers to “a 
culturally authorised union made between two or more people who have all agreed to be part of 
that union” (Yarrow et al. 2015: 5). The union is further regarded as formal and legal, and it is 
performed under customary practice or under religious laws. Within most South African tribes such 
as Zulu, Xhosa and Sotho tribes it is common for an older man to be wed a girl child through a 
practice known as Ukuthwala (in IsiXhosa/ IsiZulu language) or Chobediso (in Sesotho language). 
Ukuthwala marriages are broadly referred to as formal or customary unions in which one or both 
parties are under the legal adult age of eighteen years (Lemmon and Elharake 2014: 4). Ukuthwala 
occurs when a prospective groom and his male friends forcibly bring a young girl or woman to his 
family home with the aim of starting the process of bride price negotiations with her family. 
Although the women resist physically, the roughness of the males usually overpowers the women’s 
resistance. Upon the arrival of the girl to the prospective groom’s family home, word is sent to the 
girl’s family to inform them of their daughter’s whereabouts and that she will now be turned into a 
bride should they agree to start with the negotiations process (Rice 2018: 395). In most instances, 
the girl child is not allowed to give consent to her marriage, she is instead silenced in the name of 
culture (Rice 386: 2014). 
Numerous studies on Ukuthwala highlight the detrimental effects this practice has on young girls. 
It is a violation of girls’ internationally recognised human rights and it has extensive social, health, 
political and economic effects on its victims (Nawal 2006; Hampton 2010; Sekine and Hodgkin 2017; 
Gage 2013). Hence, it is not surprising that Rice (2018: 395) suggests that Ukuthwala is a form of 
abduction that goes hand in hand with other offenses such as kidnapping, sexual assault, human 






evidence that indicates the oppressive nature of Ukuthwala on young girls and women, the number 
of girls that are married through this practice is still very high. Ukuthwala is not only practised in 
South Africa, but it is also common in many other countries throughout the world, more especially 
in third world countries or continents such as South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, and India amongst 
others (Centre for Human Rights 2018: 24; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development 2019: 75). Data collected from South Asia and East Asia estimates that by 2018, 765 
million girls were married before they reached the age of eighteen years, while in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, by the year 2018, the rate of forced child marriages was 10 percent higher than any other 
region in the world (United Nations Children’s Fund 2019: 6). Previous research done on this 
phenomenon alludes that the most common drivers of forced child marriages in these under-
developed areas are stressors such as poverty, economic hardships and intense cultural or religious 
beliefs (Kyari and Ayodele 2014: 582). Marrying off a girl child to a man who can afford to pay dowry 
or bride price is regarded as an economic relief for the girl’s family because it is seen as “one less 
mouth to feed and one less body to clothe” (Kyari and Adoyela 2014: 582). 
In this study, I argue that since the brides-to-be are never allowed to give consent to their marriages, 
female beings are often silenced and denied the opportunity to voice out their central concerns 
about their realities. Hence, this study seeks to focus on the voices and the lived-experiences of 
women from Mmapeng who were married when they were still children through the custom of 
Ukuthwala. In many instances, “women generally experience a society that devalues them, that also 
ideologically, economically, socially and politically functions perfectly to put them in a highly 
discriminative but effective system that is designed to keep them in a submissive and subordinate 
place” (Gawitri and McLaren 2016: 263; Kisitu and Siwila 2016). As a result, most women often suffer 
misrepresentations of being helpless victims who have no voice (Ifechelobi 2014: 18). The term 
voiceless can be defined as “a state of having no voice, rendering the individual mute or silent, 
connoting one’s lack of intelligence” (Ayanga 2016: 2). An individual who is said to be voiceless is 
one who has no power to express her thoughts, feelings and even her own identity, leading to the 
reality of others speaking for her. This definition of being voiceless describes the reality of most rural 
African women who, unlike women in urban areas, face more obstacles that prevent them from 
expressing their concerns. Due to the patriarchal nature of many African societies and cultural 







While oppressive practices towards women in Africa have declined over the past decades, it seems 
that little has changed in remote regions of the continent where women have less access to 
education and are geographically distanced from the much-needed platforms to express their 
concerns about their realities. Practices such as Ukuthwala, virginity testing, and female 
circumcision amongst others are most common in rural areas compared to urban areas, hence 
placing rural women in a subordinate state of being voiceless (Kisitu and Siwila 2016). In this study, 
I argue that women who have no voice are not fully human, for to be human is to be able to express 
our feelings. Thus, through this study, I realise the importance of providing rural African women 
with a platform to have a voice and speak up about their lived-experiences and their thoughts of 
Ukuthwala. I firmly believe that rural African women can have a voice through research and 
publication where raw data would come from their lived-experiences and their realities. It is 
essential for rural African women to find a voice and a language that is different from that which 
has been provided by the dominant patriarchal system, which has for many years represented them 
to the rest of the world as voiceless victims. Thus, this study, similar to Kisitu and Siwila (2016: 185), 
further debunks the image of a female body that is seemingly “silent, spoken for, acted upon, amidst 
situations that locate it in subordinated hierarchies of society.”  To achieve this objective, this study 
focuses on the lived-experiences of Ukuthwala as told by the women who have directly experienced 
it from the rural village of Mmapeng in the Eastern Cape Province.  
1.2 Rationale and Problem Statement 
The South African Constitution of 1996 represents, at least on paper, a country that assures gender 
equality. Against the background of this universally revered Constitution, which sensibly provides 
for the cultural and gender rights of every citizen, this study examines the custom of Ukuthwala as 
explained by Xhosa and Sotho women from Mmapeng. Despite the Constitution’s commitment to 
gender-equality, much of South Africa’s rural societies remain largely patriarchal. Statistics indicate 
that rather than decreasing, the Ukuthwala custom is gaining popularity from decade to decade 
among adherents of customary law in some Nguni tribes in South Africa (Koyana and Becker 2007). 
In her comments on the adverse effects of Ukuthwala, Tshabalala-Msimang alluded that: “child 
marriage is regarded as a form of gender-based violence against young girls and women. Given this, 
we need to acknowledge that this practice will ultimately compromise the development of the girl 






the young girl will suffer from social isolation, with little or no education, poor vocational training, 
responsible for household chores in running families at a young age, and her vulnerability to 
domestic violence is increased. This simply then reinforces the gendered nature of poverty” 
(Tshabalala-Msimang 2009: 10). The above comment suggests that Ukuthwala still exists in some 
parts of the country and its effects on young girls are extremely detrimental to their wellbeing. The 
main enablers of this custom are enshrined in the patriarchal attitudes of the community which are 
in turn emphasised by the inferiority of women (Stormorkenef 2007: 20). The political changes of 
1994 such as The Bill of Rights, and the numerous talks about women's rights do not seem to have 
brought about sufficient change for the South African girl who grows up in one of these patriarchal 
and traditional communities (Mfono 2000). Young girls exposed to early marriage come across 
numerous obstacles which negatively affect their social, psychological and physical development 
(Iyanuolu 2008). For instance, Ukuthwala marriages hinder young girls from obtaining an education, 
which would place them in a better socioeconomic level because they are expected to take care of 
their husbands, do house chores and farm work. Furthermore, pregnancy and the pressure to start 
a family puts them at greater risk of health issues. 
Studies on the practice of Ukuthwala have predominantly focused on issues of health (Machaka 
2016); psychological effects (Kheswa and Hoho 2014) violation of educational rights (Nkosi 2014); 
the causes of the practice (Nkosi and Buthelezi 2017) and gender discrimination (Monyane 2013). 
The lived-experiences of Ukuthwala as told by the women who have directly experienced it are often 
neglected, which leads to the continuing silencing, voicelessness and invisibility of these women. 
This has left a knowledge gap in the voices of rural women in South Africa and this study aims to fill 
this gap. The study realises the importance of centralising the women’s voices because not only will 
they shed light into developing more effective interventions, but this also prevents the process of 
speaking for those in powerless positions. The study brings to the fore the voices and the truth of 
rural women of South Africa by deploying a qualitative research approach and through in-depth 







1.3 Research Question and Sub-research Questions 
It is indicated in the problem statement above that the voices of South African women from rural 
and remote regions often go unheard and invisible. The realities and lived-experiences of these rural 
women are often invisible as they do not have opportunities to speak up about them. In that way, 
they tend to be represented and get spoken for by other people, thereby creating 
misrepresentations and presenting half truths about their lives. Based on the identified problem, a 
research question was formulated that seeks to explore the practice of Ukuthwala by focusing on 
the lived-experiences of women who have directly experienced the practice. The research question 
centralises the voices of women as they explain the practice, it makes important the truths of the 
women. The research question for this study is “What meanings do women from Mmapeng in the 
Eastern Cape attach to their lived-experiences of Ukuthwala?” To answer the research question, 
the following sub-questions are pursued:  
1. How do women from Mmapeng describe the custom of Ukuthwala from their own 
perspective? 
2. In what way has the act of forced child marriage affected the lives of women from 
Mmapeng? 
3. What do the women from Mmapeng think has sustained forced child marriages over the 
years and what do they perceive as the best solutions to combat this practice? 
 
1.4 Outline of Chapters 
Chapter 2: Literature Review provides background on the custom of Ukuthwala by firstly 
contextualising and framing the study. Secondly, the chapter provides a review of existing literature 
from international and local scholars on Ukuthwala. And lastly, oppressive patriarchal cultures and 
traditions that continue to silence women’s voices are discussed alongside the arguments of African 
Feminisms theory that influences this study.  
Chapter 3: Methodology explains the design and methodology of the study. The chapter discusses 
how a feminist epistemology, a qualitative research approach, and in-depth interviews are used to 
collect data that is analysed for the study. The chapter further provides a description of the sampling 






Chapter 4: Data Analysis discusses an analysis of the collected data through the thematic data 
analysis method. The reviewed literature is also considered in the data analysis process and it is 
concluded whether or not the results of this study are complimentary with the reviewed literature. 
Chapter 5: Conclusion highlights the key findings derived from the study, recommendations for 
future research are also outlined, and the research question for the study is finally answered.  
1.5 Conclusion 
The chapter began with an introduction of the study, which was followed by a discussion of the 
problem statement that the silencing and invisibility of the rural women’s voices in South Africa is 
an issue. The chapter further identified a knowledge gap that this study aims to fill by utilising a 
qualitative approach to explore the experiences of Ukuthwala by focusing on the unique lived-
experiences of women from Mmapeng. The main research question for the study was outlined, 
followed by three sub-questions that are to help in answering the main question effectively. The 






Chapter 2. Literature Review: Various Perspectives on 
Ukuthwala 
2.1 Introduction 
 The purpose of this chapter is to examine the existing literature on the phenomenon of Ukuthwala 
from both international and local scholars. Marriage is a commonly practised institution in most 
cultures and religions throughout the world. It is viewed by many as an essential part of social life 
since it serves a central role in other processes such as reproduction and family function (Jongizulu 
2012: 6). Due to this central role marriage plays in social life, some cultures and religions view it as 
an obligation rather than a choice. One such example can be seen in the words of a Pakistani 
participant in an interview that was conducted by the Coram International Organisation, when she 
asserted that “…without marriage, a person is regarded as incomplete, or sexually disabled, or 
characterless all together…marriage is a must” (Yarrow et al. 2015: 20). The connection between 
the social institutions of marriage and family is highly valued in most African societies. A functional 
understanding of the family is that it plays a vital role in the primary socialisation of children; it 
provides practical and emotional support for its members; and it also regulates sexual activity and 
sexual reproduction. However, in most rural African communities like Mmapeng village, the 
organisation of families is characterised by a patriarchal and hierarchical system that reinforces the 
subservient status women hold. Women often hold a lower status than all the members of the 
family which leads to their powerlessness and voicelessness (Ekane 2013: 2). Additionally, marriage 
becomes more problematic when it is forced onto certain individuals especially minors or children. 
In most third world countries a form of marriage known as forced child marriage is commonly 
practiced where a girl child is coerced by her guardians to marry an older man. South Africa is no 
exception to such marriages; and they are locally referred to as Ukuthwala. While marriage rates 
are generally low in the country, the traditional Ukuthwala marriages seem to be increasing in some 
of the rural areas (Rice 2014).  Moreover, the true form of Ukuthwala appears to have been 
distorted over the years as it is now characterised by gendered violence.  
This chapter provides background on the practice of Ukuthwala by addressing four main agendas. 






the main concepts. Secondly, the study provides a summary of the existing literature from abroad, 
from Africa, and from South Africa that has been done on this specific topic. Thirdly, the chapter 
goes on to provide a discussion of how the girl child is protected from Ukuthwala as stipulated under 
international and local human rights instruments. Lastly, for the sake of this study, oppressive 
patriarchal cultures and traditions are perceived to be the main enablers of Ukuthwala, and thus, 
this chapter concludes with a section that discusses the silencing of women’s voices which is 
discussed alongside the arguments of an African Feminisms theory that greatly influences this study. 
2.2 Contextualising and Framing the Study 
2.2.1 Conceptual Framework 
Defining a Child 
This section seeks to provide definitions and descriptions of various main concepts that are 
employed throughout this study, the first concept being a child. According to the African Charter on 
the Rights and Welfare of the Child of 1990, a child is every human being under the legal age of 18 
years. A further detailed definition of a child is provided by Article 1 of the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (CRC) of 1989. It asserts that a child is “every human being below the age of eighteen 
years unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier” (CRC 1989:2). 
According to these two definitions, a child is firstly recognised as a full human being who must be 
respected and protected as stipulated by the legal rights she or he holds. While both definitions 
emphasise the minimum age of 18 years, the latter takes a much more flexible tone by recognising 
the fact that a child may attain majority before the age of 18. This means a child can still be an 
independent person who does not rely on his or her association with other persons or groups for 
protection under international law (Mkali 2016: 15). 
The South African Constitution of 1996 confirms the descriptions of a child provided above as it also 
recognises a child as any individual under the age of 18 years. However, despite this minimum age 
being clearly set out in various legal and human rights instruments, South Africa is still battling with 
contradictions associated with the full protection and rights of children. Some of these 






as a result of such contradictions, children fall prey to detrimental cultural practices such as 
Ukuthwala. 
Defining Forced Child Marriages 
The social institution of marriage, as alluded to earlier, plays a vital social role in many societies; and 
due to this some cultures view marriage as a responsibility that everyone must take on (Stutzer and 
Frey 2006: 329). Unfortunately, according to some cultures, marriage is valued to an extent that it 
is forced onto young girls. The practice of forced child marriage is common in many countries 
throughout the world. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) estimates that approximately 
12 million girls under the age of 18 years are coerced into marriage every year (UNICEF 2019: 6). 
Research indicates that forced child marriages are mostly prevalent in third world countries/ 
continents such as South Asia, many parts of Africa and India (Centre for Human Rights, 2018: 11). 
Previous research done on this phenomenon alludes that the most common drivers of forced child 
marriages in these under-developed areas are stressors such as poverty, economic hardships and 
intense cultural or religious beliefs (Kyari and Ayodele 2014: 582). Marrying off a girl child to a man 
who can afford to pay dowry or bride price is regarded as an economic relief for the girl’s family 
because it is seen as “one less mouth to feed and one less body to clothe” (Kyari and Adoyela 2014: 
582). 
Forced child marriages are defined as customary unifications involving one or both of the 
participants being below the age of eighteen years (Hoko 2020: 502; Efevbera and Bhabha 2020; 
Lemmon and ElHarake 2014: 4). Within the South African context, the girl’s consent to her marriage 
is not taken into consideration because according to African culture, a female being is not supposed 
to have a voice and speak up about her opinions or her concerns. Hence, this study attributes the 
increasing rate of Ukuthwala marriages in South Africa to the oppressive patriarchal beliefs that are 
embedded in culture, religion and tradition of many South African tribes. In the next section 
patriarchal cultural beliefs and traditions are described in relation to the Ukuthwala custom. 
Defining Patriarchal Cultural and Traditional Beliefs 
For the sake of this study, the increasing number of Ukuthwala marriages in South Africa and in 
other parts of Africa is attributed to the intense patriarchal beliefs that govern most African rural 






enable power to be concentrated in the hands of adult men where male beings are placed on a 
higher level of the social life hierarchy and thereby rendering them authority over women, children 
and property; and thereby fuelling the subordination of women (Sikweyiya et al. 2020; Sultana 2010: 
2). The hierarchal structures are sustained by the “patriarchal rhetoric” (Kisitu and Siwila 2016: 185; 
Sikweyiya et al. 2020), whose key features are traditional and cultural beliefs. These beliefs often 
cast men as strong, rational and decisive while women are said to be weak, emotional and 
submissive (Murphy 2018: 5). In its wider definition, patriarchy refers to the institutionalisation of the 
dominance men have over women and children within the family context and over society in general 
(Bhopal 2019: 10). Patriarchy overemphasises the biological differences between men and women, 
ensuring that men are always portrayed as dominant and masculine while women are portrayed as 
weak and subordinate (Pease 2019: 15; Baloi 2007: 2). This is done through institutions such as the 
family, religion, and cultural or traditional beliefs (Wood 2019: 2; Millett 1977: 35). This research 
study focuses on the latter. I argue that gendered roles and practices such as Ukuthwala are deeply 
rooted in a patriarchal ideology that functions perfectly to exploit women and young girls. The 
cultural practice of Ukuthwala is discussed in-depth in the following section. Various perspectives 
on this custom are drawn from international, African and local literature. 
2.3 Literature on Ukuthwala 
2.3.1 International Literature on Ukuthwala 
The practice of forced child marriage is an issue in most countries throughout the world. A report 
by UNICEF indicates that at least 650 million women that are alive today were married as children 
(before they were 18 years) (UNICEF 2019: 7). The practice of forced child marriage is an act that 
has been and still is practiced in many countries around the world, just as it is demonstrated by the 
recent statistics mentioned above (UNICEF 2019: 6). Due to the fact that most of the time the girl 
child is abducted and turned into a bride without her consent, many scholars regard the practice as 
informal, oppressive and abusive as it does not abide by the rules of the universal human rights 
(Yarrow et al. 2015: 5). In this way, forced child marriages are considered to be a form of abuse and 
a violation of women’s human rights (Vogelstein 2013: 1). However, despite their abusive and 
violent nature, forced child marriages are still prevalent in many parts of the world, more especially 






approximately 32 percent of women between the ages of 20 and 24 were turned into brides by the 
time they reached 15 years, and in India the rate is 18 percent while in Nepal it is 12 percent (Maqbul 
2009; Mwambene and Sloth-Nielson 2011). 
Across the globe, the rates of forced child marriages are highest in sub-Saharan Africa, where 35 
percent of women there were married before they reached 18 years (UNICEF 2019). Africa contains 
a vast number of intense ethnic cultures and beliefs that strictly govern its members. Culture refers 
to a number of societal norms, values and practices that are passed down from generation to 
generation that are aimed at guiding the behaviour and attitudes of members of that specific tribe. 
The practice of forced child marriage is one custom that is highly valued within the region of sub-
Saharan Africa. In Malawi, the practice of forced child marriages is mostly used when a family cannot 
attract a bride due to a low social stand or not being able to afford the bride price. The family 
abducts the girl through the custom and even if the girl returns home, she will be less desirable to 
other potential husbands and in that way, she will have no choice but to return to the family that 
initially abducted her (Mwambene and Sloth-Nielson 2011). In Zimbabwe, the practice of marrying 
young girls is often done through the conservative spiritual churches, where a man can claim that 
he has a vision of whom he wants to marry. This vision is then presented and interpreted by the 
elders of the church who would then encourage the marriage (Wadesango et al. 2011). Young girls 
of 12 to 15 years are most targeted where consent is usually gained from their parents or guardians 
(Koyana and Becker 2007). Poverty and inequality are the two main drivers that lead to forced child 
marriages in rural areas of Zimbabwe (Mesatywa 2012). According to Campbell (2003), poor women 
in rural areas turn to ‘selling’ their young daughters to older men for food and other basic needs for 
survival. In some instances, young women willingly engage in sexual activities with older men in 
exchange for money due to extreme economic hardships they face. 
2.3.2 Ukuthwala within the South African Context 
Within the South African context, the practice of Ukuthwala originates from the Xhosa tribe but it 
has since spread to other tribes such as the Zulu, Sotho and Pedi tribes (Wadesango et al. 2011: 
121). The literal meaning of the word Ukuthwala is ‘to carry’; and it is a “culturally legitimated 
abduction of a girl child or a woman preliminary to a custom marriage” (Koyana and Becker 2007: 
140). During this custom, the prospective husband forcibly takes the girl of his interest to his family 






their daughter and the intentions of the prospective groom. After the groom has paid the full 
amount of the bride price, the family head then gives the care of his daughter over to the womenfolk 
of the groom’s family who then groom and raise the young girl into the wife they need (Koyana and 
Becker 2007). Unfortunately, the current form of Ukuthwala that is being practiced in many South 
African rural areas is the one that has been distorted. Girls as young as 12 years are abducted by 
older men who then abuse and exploit them sexually immediately after abducting them. In this 
distorted form, it is clear that the rights of the girl child are seriously violated. Due to this distortion, 
Ukuthwala has become an issue and numerous complaints have been recorded. In 2009, media 
reports indicated that in the Eastern Cape Province more than 20 young girls are forced out of school 
every month because they had been thwalad (Mfono 2000). The media reports further attested that 
the custom of Ukuthwala is still very prevalent in the rural regions of the Eastern Cape including 
Libode, Matatiele, Ntabankulu, and Lusikisiki amongst others. According to Wadesango et al. (2011), 
Ukuthwala marriages violate the human rights of young girls firstly because they are forced into 
marriage without giving consent. Secondly, they are forced out of school to follow this specific 
practice; and thirdly their health is put at risk because they are expected to give birth as soon as 
they get married. The gendered roles that govern the areas that practice Ukuthwala emanate from 
and are deeply ingrained in extreme patriarchy and masculinity that allows men to have power and 
authority; and force women to submit to men (Griffith et al., 2006). The harmful effects of 
Ukuthwala have led to the development of various legal instruments that are aimed at combating 
this practice; and these instruments are discussed below.  
2.4 Legal Framework 
Previously conducted studies clearly indicate the detrimental effects Ukuthwala has on the young 
girls who experience it (Van der Watt and Oven 2012; Ndindwa 2014; Ncube 2018). As a response 
to such negative effects, numerous policies and other forms of interventions have been developed 
to decrease and eventually halt the practice of Ukuthwala completely (Kalamar et al. 2016: 17). On 
the 10th of December 1948, a Universal Declaration of Human Rights was developed and adopted 
by numerous countries across the world such as Brazil, Nigeria, India, and South Africa amongst 
others; and it contained the Bill of Rights specifically against the practice Ukuthwala (Brown 2016: 
13). The states that have adopted this declaration are responsible for complying with the Bill of 






is not supposed to be practiced in any of the countries that have adopted the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights today. In addition to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, South Africa 
developed the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa of 1996 which, despite its shortfalls, 
contains rights which prevent the practice of Ukuthwala. The Convention on the Elimination of all 
forms of Discrimination against Women; and the African Children’s Charter are also some of the 
legal instruments that protect children from the custom (Liebenberg 2000: 20). This section 
discusses in-depth the various international and local legal documents that prohibit the practice of 
Ukuthwala. The section further outlines the contradictions within the South African Constitution of 
1996. 
South Africa is one of the international community members which means it is obligated to follow 
all the internationally recognised laws that protect citizens. Since the beginning of democracy, 
numerous laws have been ratified, signed and acceded by the South African government which 
include the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) 
of 1979 amongst others. Articles 2 and 16 of the CEDAW requires South Africa to enforce 
mechanisms that assist in the eradication of discrimination and violence against women (Maluleke 
2012: 5). The section on the Rights of Women on the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 
of 1981 states that nation members must ensure that effective legislative and regulatory measures 
are implemented to prohibit and curb all forms of discrimination, especially oppressive customs that 
harm the wellbeing of women and girl children (Maluleke 2012: 6). 
Despite all the policies and interventions developed so far, the rate of Ukuthwala marriages does 
not compliment the objectives of these policies. This can be attributed to the fact that some women 
have accepted Ukuthwala as the norm, or the acceptable way of getting married. Therefore, this 
study proposes that the women who have experienced this custom first-hand must be the starting 
point for any intervention that not only attempts to address the slow progress of the existing 
solutions, but also aims to end the practice completely. The women understand acutely the 
experience of being coerced to marry and the obstacles that come with that practice. This notion 
concurs with the findings in Siwila (2011), where she discussed how child marriage was accepted as 
the norm and an acceptable way to be wed a bride by some of the participants in her research and 
thus it is essential for policy makers to develop interventions by focusing on the voices of individuals 






been done on this specific topic tends to focus more on the causes and the consequences of 
Ukuthwala, thereby undermining the importance of and the value in studying the lived-experiences 
of the women in a qualitative in-depth manner (Kalamar et al. 2016: 21). This study thus, explores 
the lived-experiences of women who have been married through Ukuthwala when they were still 
children. This will not only probe further research that could assist in the development of effective 
interventions, but it also prevents their story from being told by researchers or policymakers – 
people with secondary knowledge of such a custom. 
2.5 African Feminisms: Silenced Women’s Voices 
In this section, the theory of African Feminisms is used as a tool through which the lived-experiences 
of rural women who have experienced Ukuthwala are at the centre of analysis. African Feminisms 
theory is a result of African women’s responses to the inequities of Western feminism (Bouilly et al. 
2016: 338; Zvokuomba and Batisai 2020: 151). The ultimate goal of African Feminisms is to develop 
theorisations of indigenous feminist models that aim to speak feminism from an African cultural 
perspective; an African geopolitical location; and an African ideological viewpoint (Nkealah 2016: 
62; Ogundipe-Leslie 1994: 197essof). Feminism in Africa entails specificities, and that although it 
may have the same broad goals as the western feminism, some realities within the African context 
make its feminism distinct due to the problems women face in that context (Zvokuomba and Batisai 
2020: 151; Atanga 2013: 301). The section firstly provides a general overview of the African 
Feminisms theory. Secondly, the impact colonialism and apartheid had on the true uBuntu nature 
of African culture is discussed; and lastly the continued silencing of rural African women is also 
discussed in relation to the Ukuthwala practice and other cultural practice that are oppressive to 
African women. The section highlights the harmful violent nature of African traditional practices 
that have been distorted over the years as a result of colonialism and apartheid.  
This study employs the ideas of the African Feminisms theory to explain the practice of Ukuthwala 
in South Africa. African Feminisms theory was developed after there was a need for continental 
African women to write about their daily realities within African communities (Ndindwa 2014: 45). 
One of the main objectives of African Feminisms theory is acknowledging and recognising that 
continental African women experience similar realities, but Africa is a much-diversified continent 






away from the idea of homogenising and suggesting that all African women have similar realities, 
and they all face the same issues (Atanga 2013: 301). African Feminisms theory argues that Africa 
should not be viewed as a single entity. Therefore, through that notion, I show that South African 
women who reside in urban areas, those who are artists and academics; as well as those who hold 
ministerial positions etc. have different realities and experiences when compared to the South 
African women who reside in rural remote areas.  Rural women are often faced with illiteracy, as 
well as little or no platforms to speak about their lived-experiences and realities.  
In rural areas, practices such as Ukuthwala are more common than they are in urban areas, thus 
this puts rural women at a place where they are directly affected by these customs compared to 
women in urban areas. Despite the differences between women in Africa, the shared and ultimate 
goal of feminism in Africa is to provide all African women with a safe space in which they are free to 
share their lived-experiences with others, and to speak about the concerns they have about their 
realities. Sachikonye and Bracking (2010) provide an incisive purpose of African feminisms:  
“African women should not be stereotyped and represented as problems to be solved but 
should be seen as people who are capable of setting their own priorities and agenda. African 
feminisms allow African women to be seen as women who are strong, innovative agents and 
decision-makers in their specific contexts. It empowers African women and works for them 
in ways that they want it to” (Sachikonye and Bracking 2010: 43).  
This study employs this notion of African Feminisms theory to provide women in Mmapeng with an 
opportunity to speak up about their thoughts and experiences of Ukuthwala. There are two main 
types of African Feminisms theory that I link to the custom of Ukuthwala in Mmapeng. The first type 
is womanism and it emphasises African women’s confrontation with culture, colonialism, and other 
forms of domination that place African women in a lower social level (Hudson-Weems 2019: 10; 
Ogunyemi 1985; Kolawole 1997). Womanism was coined by an African American feminist scholar, 
Alice Walker, in 1972 with the aim of allowing any African woman who could be anywhere in the 
world to place herself in similar positions as African women who reside in Africa. This form of African 
Feminisms theory assists African women to confront and question African cultural and traditional 
beliefs that often place them in a subordinate position. In Mmapeng, women are never allowed to 
voice out their concerns, they are instead continuously silenced. Hence, through this study, the 






Stiwanism is the second form of African feminisms theory and it entails ‘feminism in an African 
context’ (Ogundipe-Leslie 1994: 207). It emphasises the realities and experiences of continental 
African women in an African context, as opposed to African women in the diaspora. The Stiwanism 
type argues that it is essential for continental African women to have their own voice and to 
represent themselves because the experiences they encounter are different from the experiences 
African women in the diaspora encounter. The form of Ukuthwala that happens in an African rural 
area is significantly different from forced child marriages that happen in a non-African context. 
These two types of African Feminisms emphasise the importance of developing indigenous 
knowledge and theories by drawing from the historical and cultural lived-experiences of African 
women themselves. Furthermore, they highlight the need for creating tools that aim at empowering 
African women and enlightening other people about their realities and experiences (Nkealah 2016: 
63). 
2.5.1 African Women’s Silenced Voices 
Being voiceless is a symptom of many other negative conditions or social illnesses that trouble 
women all over the world. Joan Bolker describes voicelessness as “the inability to write or speak our 
central concerns. Or to write but as a disembodied persona who bears no relation to our inherent 
voices. We say only what we think we’re expected to say and end up telling lies or half-truths. 
Voicelessness is also feeling powerless to speak…there is an epidemic of voicelessness among 
women'' (Bolker 1979: 906). Bolker’s definition above can be applied to rural African women 
because not being able to write or speak their central concerns is an issue they are faced with daily. 
At another level, voicelessness is indicative of a lack of dignity born out of the fact that the voiceless 
one has no means of expressing even her identity. It implies the failure or the lack of interest of 
those around such an individual to listen or at least pay attention to what she has to say and for this 
reason, other people would speak for the voiceless and the major problem raising from this situation 
is that the articulation is done from an ‘Other’s’ perspective. This has been the case especially in the 
articulation of women’s concerns in African cultural practices (Ayanga 2016: 2; Essof 2001: 125). 
In her famous essay entitled ‘Can the Subaltern speak?’, Indian activist and author Gayatri Spivak 
asserted that “if in a context of a colonial production the subaltern has no history and cannot speak, 
the subaltern as female is even more deeply in shadow” (Spivak 1988: 25). Therefore, guided by this 






on colonial exploitation of Africa is not included because through colonisation the indigenous voices 
of Africans were made invisible. Colonialism refers to the direct and overall domination of one 
country by another on the basis of state power being in the hands of a foreign country (Adediji 2016: 
215). In Africa, colonialism took place between the 1800s and the 1960s with the main objectives of 
exploitation and the overall domination of Africa. Colonialism resulted from the changes in Europe’s 
mode of production i.e. the emergence of the industrial revolution. The success of the industrial 
revolution relied on primitive capital (in the form of slavery) and the raw materials that were taken 
from Africa and other colonised regions in the world. Thus, for the Europeans to successfully enslave 
Africans and to take their raw materials, the political domination of Africa by colonists needed to be 
put in place so that they could have the power to create laws and regulations that met their own 
interests.  
However, colonialism was not only about political dominance and capitalism, but it also coexisted 
with racism, cultural domination and European self-aggrandisement (Bulhan 2015: 242). Cultural 
dominance and self-aggrandisement meant that the Europeans exaggerated their own culture over 
that of the Africans (and other colonised regions in the world), leading them to becoming inferior in 
their own land, which ultimately led to the domination of the Europeans in knowledge production. 
In her book titled Southern Theory, Connell (2007) argues that works celebrated and frequently 
cited were produced in the industrial, urban North and these works were taken as a universal norm 
resulting in theories produced by thinkers in the South going unheard and invisible. Connell (2007) 
points out that raw data was sourced and then returned to the metropole for analysis and 
theorisation. Neither local needs nor African audiences were addressed. This process embedded 
existing Northern concepts instead of allowing new ones to emerge. The knowledge production 
process was therefore controlled by Northern scholars for the primary benefit of Northern academic 
and research interests. The hegemonisation of knowledge thus resulted mainly because of 
colonialism as well as power relations of the developed North versus the underdeveloped South 
(Leibowitz 2017: 100). It is in this way that Black African women are placed in an unusual position in 
which they carry the burden of sexism, racism, and classist oppression. The Black African female 
becomes the subaltern and the gendered subaltern because she also bears the burden of her 
society's patriarchal construction (Parnis 2013: 2). Thus, through this current study, I argue that 
attempts to speak for the oppressed often ends up alienating further the subject, for such attempts 






other; thus, robbing the subject of her own voice in the process. To represent the most marginal or 
oppressed group - the subject or the subaltern is further rendered voiceless. The subaltern cannot 
be represented, they have to be their own voice. 
Women in most African countries have attempted to challenge the issue of being voiceless. In Accra, 
Ghana, the Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians (the Circle) formally came into 
existence in 1989. However, there were other meetings and associations prior to the founding of 
the Circle which both inspired and supported the Circle. They include the Ecumenical Association of 
Third World Theologians (EATWOT) and the meeting of African Women Theologians held in Ibadan, 
Nigeria in 1980. Under the leadership of Mercy Amba Oduyoye, the Circle sought to be the voice of 
African women at the grassroots level (Ayanga 2016: 1). 
The Circle has several other objectives that guide and contextualise the desire to be the voice. These 
objectives include research and publication on pertinent issues that affect women, coming together 
at national, regional and Pan-African conferences and workshops to share their research findings 
and to hear each other’s stories. These gatherings provide safe spaces for women to be themselves 
and to share the experiences that inform their narratives and help create their theologies. (Ayanga 
2016: 1). In analysing both the personal and cultural struggles of African women, these authors 
demonstrate the heavy burdens that the female subaltern has to endure since most of the time she 
finds herself in a muted space which leads to a position of non-agency. (Parnis 2013: 61). 
Consequently, it has been necessary for women in Africa to find a voice and a language that is 
different from ‘that which has been provided out of the dominant culture’ which is essentially 
patriarchal (Neuger 2001:68). 
2.5.2 Black South African Rural Women’s Marginalised Voices 
The South African Constitution of 1996 is said to be one of the most progressive in the world, as it 
guarantees women human rights that are derived from the United Nations Convention on 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (Condit 2011). It is important to 
acknowledge that the democratic South African government has made progress with including 
women’s voices in spaces such as parliament, political parties and ministerial positions amongst 
other things. However, I argue that not all women enjoy the privilege of having platforms in which 






ones in Mmapeng, live in communities that are regulated by extreme patriarchal laws and they 
directly experience cultural practices that tend to not value their voices and opinions. Rural South 
African women do not have a platform or a safe space that allows them to speak about their 
experiences and to talk about their reality. Thus, this study explores the practice of forced child 
marriage by centralising the lived-experiences of women from rural Mmapeng. 
2.5 Conclusion 
This chapter began with a discussion and background of African women’s marginalised and silenced 
voices. The chapter highlighted the differences between African women who reside in rural areas, 
who have low levels of education, who experience the practice of Ukuthwala more often and who 
have no platforms or safe space to voice out their opinions, their realities and the concerns they 
have about the various factors that affect their lives. The chapter further provided a background on 
Ukuthwala and it concluded with the importance of making the voices of rural women visible 
through the theory of African Feminisms. In the following chapter methods that were used to 








Chapter 3. The Subaltern Speaks, Capturing the Voices of 
Women from Mmapeng 
3.1 Introduction 
The previous chapter reviewed available literature on the practice of Ukuthwala and discussed how 
the voices and lived-experiences of rural African women are often not sufficiently included in the 
study of this phenomenon. This current chapter provides a detailed description of how the voices 
of women were collected and captured, and how their lived-experiences were interpreted in 
relation to the key research question of this study. Thus, the chapter explains in detail all aspects of 
the methodological design and procedures that were utilised to gain an in-depth understanding of 
the women’s lived-experiences and to obtain answers to the key research question of this study.  
The chapter begins by posing the question: from whose methodological framework should African 
realities be studied? To answer this question, I discuss African Feminisms theory as an African-
centred methodology, and I show how I used it to achieve the objectives of this study. Through the 
lens of an African-feminist qualitative approach, the chapter discusses interpretivism and 
subjectivism as the philosophical and epistemological grounding for this study, and how they 
allowed for the identification of the participants, the effective collection of the participants’ 
experiences, as well as their analysis. The chapter further includes how I positioned myself during 
the whole process of fieldwork as a researcher and my reflexivity as a means to ensure 
trustworthiness of the study. In conclusion, the chapter provides a discussion of ethical 
considerations that were taken into account that ensured the quality of the study and the full 
protection of the participants. 
3.2 Researching from an African-centred Methodology 
When designing a research study, researchers are required to have a specific set of beliefs or a 
paradigm to guide the study. This set includes what the nature of reality is considered to be, how 
knowledge is obtained, the role values play in the study and finally the methods used to conduct 
research (Wahyuni 2012). Thus, it is essential that there is an African-centred methodology that is 






Feminism, as discussed in the works of Aidoo (1990), Boyce-Davies (1994), Nnaemeka (2004), 
Nzegwu (2012), Ogundipe-Leslie (1994), Steady (2010), and Taiwo (2010), is an inherently African-
centred methodology that is designed to address African issues and it is grounded in the cultural 
and historical experiences of continental African people. According to Blay (2008: 60), the 
hegemonic nature ingrained in the Western Eurocentric paradigms often misrepresent and produce 
results that describe African people as dysfunctional, backward and in need of rescue from the West. 
Thus, when I was hypothetically preparing for this research project, I realised the need to approach 
the process of fieldwork with a methodology that would allow the participants of this study to 
describe and explain their realities in their own way and own perspective. In this way, I started 
questioning the manner in which African realities are described and named by Western scholars.  
In her 1983 collection of non-fiction essays, “In Search of Our Mother’s Gardens: Womanist Prose” 
a Black American Novelist, Alice Malsenior Walker, described the African spiritual practice of female 
circumcision as “female genital mutilation”. In describing it that way, Walker (1983) misrepresented 
continental African culture and consequently African people. She portrayed this African cultural 
practice as mutilation, backwards, and primitive– a way very similar to how colonial missionaries 
described African people. Thus, a need arises for African researchers to liberate Africa by 
approaching African issues with a methodology that will allow African people to describe their 
realities in their own way. When I was reviewing literature on previous studies done on the practice 
of Ukuthwala, I observed that most Western informed scholars refer to it as ‘forced child marriage’ 
and hence I ask: Is that how the women who experience it first-hand call it? From whose descriptions 
and concepts is this study project operating? I use a comment made by one of the women 
participants of this study, Mrs Molefi (pseudonym), which best indicates the importance of naming 
and describing African realities from an African context, 
…marriage is a gift from God, God chooses your husband for you, and you are never 
forced to get married. I was married to my husband because it was the will of God 
that is why I have grown to be this old and we are still married even today my child 
(Mrs Molefi, 06 January 2020). 
 
It was through these words of Mrs Molefi that I realised the importance of using a methodology that 






feel about it. Approaching and viewing this research study through the lens of African Feminisms 
theory enabled me to resist the use of Western-informed concepts and to argue for an emphasis on 
the voices of women and how they describe and label their daily experiences of Ukuthwala. African 
feminists then propose African-centred methods to the study of gender-related phenomena in 
African communities, which are rooted in an in-depth understanding of African socio-cultural 
realities that aim to empower African women. In the following section, the philosophical and 
epistemological foundation of this study is discussed. 
3.3 Philosophical Paradigm and Epistemological Positioning 
A philosophical paradigm involves the manner in which data about a specific topic or phenomenon 
should be collected, analysed and used. In other words, it guides and informs research design, 
methodology and analysis, and it is essentially what the researcher believes to be the truth, reality 
and knowledge (Saunders 2009: 124). This current study is informed by an interpretive philosophical 
paradigm, which asserts that there is no universal or objective truth, instead humans are conscious 
beings who constantly interpret their experiences, generate and attach meaning to their daily 
realities. The interpretive paradigm therefore acknowledges that women from Mmapeng have their 
own interpretations and descriptions about their lived-experiences of Ukuthwala. This further 
allows me to realise these interpretations as the women’s truth and knowledge that is worth to be 
researched. 
In addition to a subjective epistemology and a relativist ontology, principles of the African 
Feminisms theory also inform the methodological framework of the study. The main goal of African 
Feminisms is to give a voice to subordinated groups such as African rural women and to promote 
their emancipation and empowerment (Bergman 2016: 2). Women from Mmapeng face similar 
subordination since they often lack the opportunity to have a voice and raise their feelings about 
the practice of Ukuthwala. These women are silenced by dominant patriarchal laws that govern 
their village, by men or their husbands and by oppressive cultural and religious beliefs. Through the 
theory of African Feminisms this study attempts to provide these African rural women with a 
platform and a chance to speak up about their experiences of Ukuthwala, their feelings about it and 






of a qualitative research methodology which is employed in this study and discussed in the following 
sections. 
3.4 A Qualitative Approach to the Lived-experiences of Women from 
Mmapeng 
A qualitative approach was most relevant for this study because it seeks to understand phenomena 
by focusing on the subjective interpretations of participants about their daily realities. According to 
Hennink et al. (2020: 10), qualitative methodology refers to a research approach that aims to 
examine an individual’s experiences in detail; to identify issues from the participant’s point of view; 
and to understand the meanings and interpretations they attach to behaviour, events or objects. 
Moreover, combining a qualitative approach and the theory of African Feminisms, I was able to 
recognise that the feelings and meanings women in Mmapeng attach to Ukuthwala must be studied 
and contextualised within their particular culture and society, within the borders in which 
Ukuthwala occurs. In other words, this approach allowed me to study and understand Ukuthwala 
in its natural setting of Mmapeng. A Qualitative approach further argues that it is not possible for 
the researcher to completely detach him or herself from the study and to approach it with total 
objectivity. Thus, the approach allowed me to be aware of the power dynamics that existed between 
me as the researcher and the participants; to reflect on my positionalities, to be open-minded and 
emphatic during the research process. The ways that I used to achieve that are discussed below, 
along with a specific set of methods that I utilised to capture and collect the voices of the 
participants. 
3.5 Research Site and Participation Selection 
The cultural practice of Ukuthwala is more common in Africa than it is acknowledged, and within 
the South African context, the practice originates from the Xhosa tribe but it has since spread to 
other tribes such as Zulu, Tsonga, Sotho and Swati over time (Karimakwenda 2013: 342). The Eastern 
Cape is among the provinces that show high reported rates of Ukuthwala mainly because it is a 
predominantly Xhosa region. Ukuthwala is mostly common in the remote, rural villages of the 
Eastern Cape, and Mmapeng village is no exception, which is the research site for this study. 






approximately 500 to 600 people. It is situated on the outskirts of Matatiele Town in the Eastern 
Cape Province and it is under the leadership of the Phakanes Royal Family, currently led by Chief 
Jonas Phakane. Mmapeng is a very traditional and conservative village regulated by strict cultural 
beliefs and intense gendered roles. 
Mmapeng is also where my mother was born and raised. Growing up, my grandmother used to tell 
me stories of how she was turned into a bride at the age of 14 years, by a man who was 28 years at 
that time, right in the village of Mmapeng. When describing the day she was ‘taken’, my 
grandmother indicated that she was happy that she got married. According to her, being a bride 
was the ultimate goal of every girl child, being chosen by a man to become his wife meant that she 
possessed good traits that make her deserve to become a wife. It was not only my grandmother 
that got married through Ukuthwala in my family but my uncle and my two aunts. Therefore, this 
practice has been in my family across generations. Thus, in addition to the fact that Mmapeng is one 
of the villages that have high rates of Ukuthwala, personal interest was also the reason why I chose 
it as my research site. I have read numerous articles, both academic and media-related, about the 
“abusive nature” of “forced child marriages'' and that made me curious to find out why my family 
was supporting and practising a supposedly oppressive practice.  
3.5.1 Participants Selection and Sampling Method 
Choosing Mmapeng village as a research site meant that I would not struggle to access suitable 
participants for this study. Hypothetically, I did not think identifying and accessing the women who 
have experienced Ukuthwala would be as less difficult as it was. I had initially planned that I would 
ask a family friend whom I knew was married through Ukuthwala to refer me to other women like 
her in the village and to assist me in convincing them to partake in my study. I arrived in Mmapeng 
on the 3rd of January 2020 and the day I arrived, there was a funeral of one of the residents who 
was also a close friend of my uncle Mr Nathi (pseudonym) who was hosting me. Hence, it was a 
must for me to attend the funeral – an event that would later help me access relevant participants. 
At the funeral, my uncle introduced me to a group of women who were sitting together and amongst 
them were five who had been married through and experienced Ukuthwala first-hand, 
Phomolo, these are the women I want you to meet…this is my niece, Libotseng’s 






to visit us. She is busy with her studies at the university there in the cities. She wants 
to know more about how you were married, about Ukuthwala, so I believe you can 
help (Mr Nathi, 04 January 2020). 
After being introduced to these women, I was sure that I had all the participants I needed for the 
study already since they had all agreed to partake in it. Some of them were even ready to share with 
me their experiences at the funeral but because that was not a better suited location, I had to 
arrange for another time with them. There is a need for me to acknowledge that there might have 
been power dynamics involved in this encounter. My uncle who had introduced me to the women 
is a well-known traditional healer and a Chief’s man of the village. He thus holds a certain amount 
of power over ordinary residents. Therefore, as an attempt to avoid making the women feel 
pressured to partake in the study because of my uncle’s position, I clearly explained to them that 
participation was completely voluntary.  
Only three out of the five women I met at the funeral allowed me to conduct interviews with them. 
The snowball method was then utilised to identify three more participants. A snowball sampling 
method is often used when the targeted population is hidden or difficult to identify (David and 
Sutton 2007: 152). The researcher relies on the few participants she already has to make contact 
with the other relevant ones. This sampling method became useful when the three women I already 
had interviewed referred me to other three women who were relevant for my study. The criteria 
that these women had to meet to become participants for the study is as follows. Firstly, the women 
had to be residents of Mmapeng because Mmapeng is the chosen research site for this study. Next, 
the women had to have experienced Ukuthwala first-hand, in other words they must have been 
married through the practice when they were still children- under the legal age of 18 years. 
However, by the time of data collection, the women had to be above the age of 18 years to avoid 
conducting research on minors. Additionally, older women have experienced many years of 
Ukuthwala compared to minors below 18 years who would only have a few years’ experience of the 
practice. The most important criteria the women had to meet to partake in this study was that they 
should come from remote or rural areas. Women in rural areas face challenges of illiteracy, 
oppressive patriarchal laws and hence, compared to other women who in urban areas, African rural 







3.5.2 Introducing the Participants 
This section introduces the participants, and it provides their biographical information. The women 
were asked to state who they were; their current age and their age when they got married; their 
current marital status; and their employment status. Table 1 below demonstrates the women’s 
responses to the question that sought to understand their demographic information. 
Table 1: Biographical Information of Participants 
Name of 
Participant 





1. Teboho 32 years 15 years Separated Domestic worker 
2. Zandile 35 years 17 years Married Unemployed 
3. Mrs Khosi 57 years 15 years Married Unemployed 
4. Mrs Tlali 58 years 14 years Married Unemployed 
5. Mrs Thope 61 years 16 years Widowed Pensioner 
6. Mrs Molefi 65 years 14 years Married Pensioner 
 
The table above provides a summarised biographic information of the interviewed participants of 
the study. The total number of participants is six, aged 32 to 65 years old. I chose to have six 
participants for this study because the aim was to acquire an in-depth understanding of Ukuthwala 
and not a statistical generalisation. Thus, a smaller number of participants allowed me to have time 
to conduct lengthy interviews and hence, to also be in alignment with the university’s calendar and 
deadlines. All six of the participants spoke both the IsiXhosa and Sesotho language, an ability very 
common in most villages in the Eastern Cape. This was advantageous for me as I am fluent in both 
languages. The language fluency made the data collection, and the data analysis processes less 
difficult. 
3.6 Data Collection Process 
The women’s lived-experiences of Ukuthwala serve as the foundation and core of this research 
study, thus there was a need to choose a data collection technique that would avoid limiting the 
women by following a structured set of questions. Semi-structured in-depth interviews were thus 
most relevant to effectively capture the women’s voices. Semi-structured interviews means that 






control the interviews but rather guide them in the right direction. All the interviews that were 
conducted flowed like normal conversations and employing the voice-recording method instead of 
notes-taking became extremely useful as I was able to capture everything that the women said. 
However, I did have a notepad and pen where I occasionally noted something that I observed that 
could not be captured by the recording, i.e. facial expressions of the women when asked certain 
questions; or observations that I picked up about the village itself. A good example of a case that 
could not be audio recorded but be captured by a notepad was when I went to meet Mrs Thope, 
who was 61 years old when I met her. Teboho had referred me to Mrs Thope as she was also married 
through Ukuthwala. Upon my arrival at Mrs Thope’s home, I was wearing a pair of trousers, which 
at the time I never thought was a problem because the weather was cold. I realised how Mrs Thope 
was hesitant to answer any of the questions I asked her. She was not willing to sit down and do the 
interview despite the fact that I had alerted her before I went to see her, and she was also providing 
me with short answers regardless of how much I tried to probe her. With feelings of disappointment, 
I had to discontinue the interview process. Later, when my uncle asked how the fieldwork process 
was going, I explained my unsuccessful interview with Mrs Thope and that was how I learned that 
in Mmapeng village what a woman wears says a lot about her, regardless of the weather. For a 
woman to walk around the village wearing a pair of trousers and her hair uncovered is seen as a sign 
of disrespect. All women are expected to wear a dress, and to have their hair covered with a 
headscarf to show respect. I then figured that what I was wearing sent a negative message to Mrs 
Thope and it made her question my moral standards which then hindered my interview with her. 
I recalled a study conducted by Batisai (2013: 74) in a rural village in Zimbabwe where she indicated 
that the area had strict ‘acceptable’ and ‘unacceptable’ dress codes for women. Before conducting 
this study, Batisai possessed previous research experience of rural and farm areas, and from that 
experience she was fully aware of unacceptable clothes that are often associated with promiscuous 
behaviour. Therefore, she carefully chose her attire throughout her fieldwork so that she would not 
shift from wearing a ‘respectable attire’ that would then possibly make her morals questioned, and 
her fieldwork ruined. I took Mrs Thope reaction as a lesson that I will always carry with me. The 
remaining time I had in Mmapeng I ensured that I carefully chose ‘respectable clothes’ that did not 






When I was hypothetically planning my research design, I imagined the interviews taking place in 
my uncle’s home (where there would be only me and the participant) away from their homes and 
away from their husbands as an attempt to avoid compromising the women’s responses. However, 
I was happy to learn that most of my participants were comfortable with doing the interviews in 
their homes because that meant that I could collect data in the natural setting Ukuthwala occurs. 
The custom of Ukuthwala in Mmapeng is a very common topic, both men and women, young and 
old talk freely about it because unlike outsiders, they see it as a norm, as their culture, and their way 
of life. This concurs with one of the core principles of an Africology methodology, which emphasises 
that phenomena must be studied in their own natural setting, through the lens of those that 
experience them first-hand. Contrary to five participants’ choice of being interviewed in their homes 
with their husbands present in the yard, Zandile requested to be interviewed under specific 
circumstances which included her husband being away from home. She asked me to come conduct 
the interview at her home only around 5pm in the afternoon, a time at which her husband usually 
goes to the mountains to fetch the cattle. In her words “eish talking about this will upset my 
husband, I want to tell you the truth about how I feel about how we get married here…I don’t want 
him to know how I truly feel about our marriage.” After my interview with Zandile, I had to go back 
to her to ensure that the interview did not put her in any sort of danger with her husband. 
3.7 Positionalities and Reflexivity 
Total detachment of a researcher from the research process is unrealistic and has the potential to 
hinder it since it is considered an omission (van der Riet, 2012). Hence, this section discusses how 
my subjective positionalities might have influenced the participants’ responses during the data 
collection process as well as how I used reflexivity to constantly be self-aware throughout fieldwork. 
Reflexivity refers to the “analytic attention to the researcher’s role in qualitative research” (Goulder, 
1971: 16). It serves as both a concept and a process- being conscious, self-aware, and actively part 
of the research process. By being reflexive, I was able to constantly reflect on my personal values, 
and being aware of my background, location and preconceptions that could affect the research 
process. As alluded to earlier, Mmapeng is where my mother was born and raised, hence it has 
always been my family’s tradition to visit there at least three times a year. Because of this, before 
beginning my research I was already knowledgeable about the research site. I did not have to learn 






of my mother. However, every social researcher would testify that our initial research plans do not 
always concur with our fieldwork realities. My knowledge about Mmapeng was also limited to some 
degree because, as indicated by an example I provided in section 3.6 about Mrs Thope, I was not 
aware that the way women dress has hidden meanings and because of that my interview with Mrs 
Thope was jeopardised. 
Being the university student or a niece of a well-known traditional healer of the village and a chief’s 
man placed me in a position that would allow for easy access to the participants. Firstly, being a 
university student in a village like Mmapeng is viewed as one of the greatest achievements and with 
it comes a certain level of power which is impossible to downplay because that is how the villagers 
see it. Therefore, the power that came with my title and the power that my uncle holds at the village 
placed me in a position where I was able to easily access the participants and get them to participate 
in my study. As an attempt to avoid compromising the participants’ responses and choice to partake 
in the study, I explained to them that participation is not forced, and honest responses are what the 
study truly seeks.  
3.8 Data Analysis 
After successfully completing the data collection process, I had to transcribe the recorded interviews 
which were all in Sesotho/IsiXhosa. Hence, I listened to all the interviews numerous times 
repeatedly and I transcribed them while translating them into English. The transcription process 
requires one to be extremely careful, paying attention to detail and making sure I translated the 
interviews into English as accurately as possible. However, translating an African indigenous 
language to English is not always an easy task because in the process some true meaning is often 
lost. For example, in this study I had to constantly translate the term Ukuthwala into English. I then 
realised that when translated to English the word completely lost its meaning because its common 
English translation is to carry, which then translates to “an abduction, child abduction, forced 
marriage, or kidnapping” (Rice 2014: 382). Such translations lose the true meaning of the practice 
because the people who live the realities of Ukuthwala daily do not refer to it as “an abduction”. 
This is reminiscent of one of the questions posed by an Africology methodology discussed in the 
beginning of this chapter that asks, from whose concepts and descriptions should continental 






the study, just as the women from Mmapeng refer to it because if this study is guided by an African-
centred methodology, then I should not risk losing the true meaning of African concepts. I was 
however able to successfully translate the rest of the interviews and through the use of thematic 
data analysis method, I was able to group themes and patterns based on similarities and differences.  
The thematic data analysis method means that data was coded and reduced by thematically 
categorising important factors that arose from the women’s lived-experiences of Ukuthwala. In 
other words, data was grouped together or coded using a process known as open coding to generate 
themes (De Vos et al. 2011: 204). I used the thematic data analysis method to categorise and further 
analyse the responses from the participants based on homogeneity and popularity of occurrences 
of a particular word. Through the use of thematic analysis method, I was able to go beyond grouping 
responses together and moved on to providing rich descriptions and hidden meaning from the 
women’s responses. 
3.9 Trustworthiness 
In conducting social research, it is important for researchers to indicate the measures they took to 
ensure that the research they did is accurate, credible and can be trusted to be true. Quantitative 
methodology employs the standards of validity, generalisation and reliability to ensure the 
trustworthiness of the research. In qualitative methodology, techniques such as reflexivity of a 
researcher are employed instead. For this research study, I ensured trustworthiness by firstly being 
self-aware, reflexive and conscious of my positionalities as a researcher. Reflexivity encourages 
transparency and honesty of the research, hence making the research more credible. Secondly, in 
addition to the audio recording technique that I used during the data collection process; I also took 
notes so as to capture non-verbal behaviours that would have been missed by the recording. This 
ensured that I did not miss any important information when I was analysing the data. Lastly, 
reviewing available international and local literature on the practice of Ukuthwala encouraged the 
trustworthiness of the study as it allowed me to know exactly what has been previously done and 






3.10 Ethical Considerations 
Research within the social sciences often includes human beings as subjects when investigating 
various social phenomena (Crossman 2019). Hence, it is essential for researchers to ensure that 
participants are protected from all risks and dangers that might arise during the research process; 
as well as to make research more systematic and more accountable (Sarantakos 2013: 15). Ethics 
are a code of morals that are practiced by researchers to ensure that they not only respect the 
human rights of participants, but they also conduct investigations in a professional manner, they 
show neutrality and accuracy during the research process (David and Sutton 2007: 15). The 
University of Johannesburg requires every postgraduate student to present a full research proposal 
before his or her respective department and faculty committees for approval. In my case, I 
presented my proposal before the Department and the Faculty of Humanities Higher Degrees 
Committee (FHDC) and before the Faculty of Humanities Research Committee (REC). This research 
study was approved by the FHDC and it also obtained ethical clearance from the REC to ensure that 
the research project follows and adheres to the necessary ethical standards (see appendix 1). 
During the data collection process, I read and explained both the information sheet and the 
informed consent form (see appendix 2 and 3 respectively) to all participants in Sesotho language 
(a language they all understood and preferred). I had to read out both these documents to all the 
participants because most of them indicated that they were either not able to read or had eyesight 
issues. I explained to them that there is no remuneration for taking part in the study and that their 
participation is completely voluntary and so they can discontinue at any point during the research 
process. However, I realised that most of them wanted to know what benefit they would receive for 
taking part in the study. I explained to them that knowledge about their culture (the culture of 
Ukuthwala) is being told by secondary sources, people who have never experienced it, and thus it 
is essential for the people who have experienced the practice to have a voice and tell their own 
experiences and realities and to tell their truth about Ukuthwala. 
Prior to the commencement of each interview, I asked participants for the permission to record 
their responses with my phone in a form of a signed consent (see appendix 4), and I assured them 
that the recordings will be stored in my personal Google cloud storage and be accessed only by me 






other information that can lead to their identification will not be revealed in the study. The initial 
planning of the study had prepared the interviews to take place in an area away from the women’s 
homes mainly because I assumed that the women would not be free and would be put to danger if 
they speak up about their experiences in the presence of their husbands. However, contrary to my 
preconceptions, most women insisted that we conduct the interviews in their homes as they were 
more comfortable there in the presence of their husbands. In such cases where the women felt that 
talking about their experiences is a painful exercise, I ensured the women that should they feel any 
need to speak to a professional psychologist or counsellor I will assist them with contacting Families 
South Africa social workers (FAMSA) to ensure that the women are protected from emotional harm.  
It is often believed that in research, the investigators should always be neutral and not allow their 
beliefs bias or influence the data in any way. However, I do not believe that it is possible for me as 
a researcher to completely detach myself from the research study. The fact that I am a researcher 
does not take away the fact that I am also human, and I have certain beliefs about social 
phenomena. In that line, I thus tried by all means to be as neutral as I could be. However, before I 
began with the data collection, I already had certain preconceptions about the practice of 
Ukuthwala. Based on the literature I have reviewed, I believed that Ukuthwala is an extremely 
patriarchal practice that subordinates and abuses female beings; and I believed that the practice 
needs to be abolished completely. However, during the data collection process I was amazed at how 
some of the women I interviewed revealed to me that Ukuthwala is their culture and it is an integral 
part of who they are. They believed that they were not ‘forced’ into marriage, but they were 
destined by God to marry the men they married. Hence, this showed me that as much as it is difficult 
for a researcher to be neutral, it was important for me to collect data with an open and unbiased 
mind. 
3.11 Conclusion 
Chapter three discussed in detail the way an African-centred methodology was used to obtain 
answers to the key research question of this study. Qualitative research approach was the most 
relevant and hence chosen technique used in the study to access the six women participants from 
Mmapeng and to effectively collect their voices about Ukuthwala. This chapter further discussed 






of the participants. In conclusion, the ethical standards that were considered for the study were also 
fully discussed. Overall, chapter three provided a detailed discussion of all the methods that were 
best suited to extract data and to give it meaning. Chapter four, which is the next chapter, made use 
of all the methods explained in chapter to provide a detailed report of the analysed data and the 




















Chapter 4. Presenting Data, Experiences and Themes 
4.1 Introduction 
The main objective of this study is to understand the cultural practice of Ukuthwala by exploring the 
lived-experiences of women who were married through it as children. The narratives and lived-
experiences of these women are therefore the centre of this dissertation. It is imperative that I use 
the women’s pasts and the environments in which they grew up as a point of departure when 
attempting to analyse their lived-experiences. I believe that the environments which they grew up 
in influenced the meanings and interpretations they have attached to Ukuthwala. This concurs with 
the arguments of an interpretive paradigm that people are active beings who constantly engage 
with their surroundings in an attempt to interpret their daily realities and understand phenomena 
(Thanh and Thanh 2015: 25). All six of the participants grew up in conservative rural villages of the 
Eastern Cape Province where most traditional practices are commonly found. During the data 
collection process, the women shared their experiences of growing up in spaces where Ukuthwala 
was commonly and openly practised, which provided insight into understanding how their 
interpretations of this practice were constructed within such contexts. 
In this chapter, the participants’ narratives are provided, and they are analysed by discussing the 
different themes that have been identified. The participants’ narratives or stories are presented in 
a manner that points out both similarities and differences, and thoroughly describes their lived-
experiences of Ukuthwala and how the nature of their villages shaped their adult lives. 
Fundamentally, this chapter shows how these women’s different experiences intersect in shaping 
their perceptions of Ukuthwala. As women who have been married through such a practice, there 
are some similarities between their experiences and there are also some differences, which 
exemplifies the intricate nuances in the perceptions of the practice and further moves away from 






4.2 Describing the Practice of Ukuthwala from the Participants’ 
Perspective 
4.2.1 Generational Existence and Consent 
The practice of Ukuthwala has received vast amounts of attention from both international and local 
contexts. Both the government and non-government organisations have put together measures 
aimed at combating the inhumane practice of Ukuthwala. However, despite all this effort, the 
practice remains prevalent in most of South Africa’s rural areas mainly because some tribes, such as 
the Xhosa tribe, value it as a valid cultural way to wed a bride. During the interviews I conducted 
with the participants of this study, I asked them to describe and define Ukuthwala according to their 
own understanding. Mrs Khosi’s response pointed out two aspects of the practice, firstly the parties 
that are involved and whose consent is taken into consideration; and secondly, the generational 
existence of Ukuthwala in her tribe, she explained: 
Ukuthwala is how we get married here. If there is a man who is interested in you, 
he and his family negotiate with your father or your male relatives for you to 
become his bride. You are then taken into his home and he pays the bride price to 
your family and you are now his wife forever. That is how our grandparents and 
mothers got married and how we got married. It is a very old way of getting 
married which is still practiced even now (Mrs Khosi, 07 January 2020). 
In discussing the two points Mrs Khosi referred to, it emerged that Ukuthwala has always been a 
respected cultural practice in her family and her community. It has existed for many generations 
and this is mainly because it promotes her tribe’s values relating to social cohesion, and unity 
between its members. According to African culture, social cohesion and social solidarity form a vast 
part of the human psyche (Oven 2010). Therefore, since these are the qualities that Ukuthwala 
promotes in African communities, this practice is respected and valued as it represents the spirit of 
uBuntu and a sense of shared responsibility.  
The findings from Mrs Khosi’s description concur with those found in the studies conducted by Van 
der Watt and Ovens (2012) as well as those from Kaschula et. al (2013). These studies reported that 






custom brings close ties within the community, it prevents children born out of wedlock, it reduces 
divorce rates or separation as Ukuthwala marriages tend to last forever, and most importantly it 
ensures the continued existence of an old cultural practice (Van der Watt and Ovens, 2012; Kaschula 
et. al, 2013). 
Mrs Tlali was born and raised in Mmapeng, and she has lived there her whole life. Like many of the 
other households in her village, she grew up in a large family, with both her parents, her seven 
siblings, and extended family members. In her narrative, Mrs Tlali described Ukuthwala as always 
being a part of her life as it was openly practiced within her community. The high rates of Ukuthwala 
in Mmapeng reinforced her perceptions of seeing it as how marriage should occur (or as the norm) 
and anything otherwise as deviation from her family’s and tribe’s culture. The beliefs of her family 
and community influenced the manner in which she thinks of marriage because from an early age 
she was taught that being taken for marriage is supposed to be the end goal of all women. In the 
words of Mrs Tlali: 
 …my grandmother was married through Chobediso1My mother was married 
through Chobediso, and both of my sisters were married through Chobediso so I 
always knew that when the time arrives, I will also be taken by Chobediso. I used 
to sit and imagine the day (the day I get taken), I think about where it would 
happen, but most of all I think about the person I would get married to (Mrs Tlali, 
6 January 2020). 
The narrative above reveals the generational expectation that characterises Ukuthwala. Mrs Tlali, 
like many other women in Mmapeng, lived her life from an early age expecting that at some point 
she would be married off to her husband through the practice of Ukuthwala. This appeared to not 
bother her as she often indicated how her culture forms a vast part of her identity as a true Sotho 
woman. Besides the normality of the practice of Ukuthwala that Mrs Tlali was constantly 
surrounded by, the aspect of gender socialisation also seemed to have significantly influenced her 
perceptions of it. 
                                                      
1 Chobediso is a Sotho word for Ukuthwala. The residents of Mmapeng speak Sesotho and isiXhosa interchangeably 







Deeply embedded in the generational existence of Ukuthwala is the notion of consent, and how it 
is undermined by the practice.  One of the most debated aspects of this custom is the issue of young 
girls not being able to consent to their marriages (Monyane 2013: 64). In terms of the South African 
legislature, a girl who is below the age of 18 years cannot provide consent and thus, she must never 
be subjected to early marriage as per provisions of the Children’s Act 38 of 2005. Mrs Khosi’s 
definition of Ukuthwala revealed the different stakeholders that are involved in the preparation of 
an Ukuthwala marriage, namely: the prospective groom, his family, and the young girl’s male 
relatives or guardians. There are sufficient findings from numerous studies (Rice 2014; Maluleke 
2012; Ndindwa 2014) that indicate that the young girls that are chosen for marriage are usually 
deprived of their right to choose if they want to marry, whom they want to get married to and when, 
in other words their consent to the marriage is often not considered. Being deprived an opportunity 
to consent relates back to the issue of being silenced that started this study in chapter one. In 
another description provided by Teboho, she also made reference to the inability to provide consent 
and to feelings of being voiceless: 
I can say Ukuthwala is when a man takes you to be his wife upon the approval of 
your father. You as the girl, you are not asked if you love the man or if you want to 
be married. They just tell you that you are getting married...sometimes they do not 
even tell you, you are taken from your home and then later you learn that your 
father organised the whole thing. With me, I did not know anything, I did not 
suspect that my father was marrying me off...so you see, it is like that, you are 
excluded (Teboho, 06 January 2020). 
Ukuthwala can occur either with or without the girl’s knowledge and consent. However, in many 
instances only the girl’s family’s consent is the only one taken into consideration in addition to that 
of the groom and his family (Rice 2014: 387). Literature from some seminal anthropological work 
that has been conducted on the practice indicates that in most instances, the male guardians of the 
bride along with the groom and his family hold a highly influential role in arranging the Ukuthwala 
marriage (Mayer 1972). Some scholars, and the experiences from my participants reaffirm this, 
indicate that the young girls and their mothers or female guardians submit to the decision the male 
guardians take regarding the marriage. From the description provided by Mrs Khosi and Teboho, it 






by hierarchies of both gender and age (Rice 2014: 385). While older men hold the ultimate power 
of decision making regarding the marriage, older women also hold a certain amount of power that 
is often used to encourage such marriages. The power dynamics surrounding this custom are further 
elaborated later on in this chapter. 
4.2.2 The Various Forms of Ukuthwala 
The analysis above, along with literature, reveals that the cultural practice of Ukuthwala is carried 
out without the consent and knowledge of the bride to be, and this evidently suggests that the 
practice is a form of abduction as it is done against the bride’s will (Curran and Bonthuys, 2005). 
However, when some of my participants were defining Ukuthwala and sharing their experiences, it 
emerged that Ukuthwala exists in various forms. Mrs Tlali’s description and experiences were 
completely different from that of Mrs Khosi because she was able to consent to her marriage before 
the negotiations could begin. She shared her experience in detail: 
Eh...Ukuthwala is a very old traditional way of choosing a girl and paying a bride 
price for her to become your wife. It is a custom that is still very common here. When 
a man sees a girl that he likes, he first negotiates with her parents and when they 
reach an agreement, the girl is then taken into the man’s family home. Sometimes 
you are lucky when you get to marry someone you love but sometimes you are not, 
you can get taken by someone you do not know, your parents take that decision for 
you, they do not care if that man has no eyes or has no legs, if he pays the price, 
they request then you will get married to him. With me, I was lucky because I got 
married to someone I loved. We were secretly dating but it was hard because we 
had to hide our relationship. So, we discussed, and both agreed that he must come 
thwala me. On the day that he came, I was on my way home, he then grabbed me 
with two of his friends and they took me to his family’s home. I was welcomed by 
his mother who instructed me to sit on the floor behind the door, I sat there the 
whole day. The following day, my husband’s brother was sent to my parents to 
inform them of my whereabouts and to give them a penalty fee and start the bride 
price negotiations process. My father agreed to start with the negotiations and 
after a few days I was officially welcomed into the family, I was given a new dress 






bathed with its bile mixed with traditional herbs and water; and this was a way of 
transitioning to womanhood and also a way of getting introduced to the ancestors 
of my husband’s family (Mrs Tlali, 06 January 2020).  
In the above narration from Mrs Tlali, a different form of Ukuthwala is explained. In contrast to what 
Mrs Khosi and Teboho alluded to in terms of being unable to give consent and to choose whom to 
marry, Mrs Tlali was aware of who she was about to get married to and she was in fact included in 
the planning of her Ukuthwala. Msimang (1991) as well as Nyembezi and Nxumalo (1995) assert 
that in some cases, Ukuthwala assists when there are barriers that pose as threats to a relationship. 
For Mrs Tlali, unlike with Teboho, Ukuthwala became a solution to her problem because when she 
was taken by her husband it was then confirmed that they could enjoy their relationship openly 
without any form of restrictions. Therefore, according to this narration, it is evident that Ukuthwala 
does not manifest itself in only one form. It can take a form where the girl is cognisant of her 
‘abduction’. This form of Ukuthwala also emerged in a study conducted by Mwambene and Sloth-
Nielson (2011: 6) where they asserted that in a case where the girl is cognisant with her suitor’s 
plans Ukuthwala cannot be observed as an abduction since the bride to be is fully aware. In other 
cases, the girl might be aware of the planned Ukuthwala but she might not necessarily agree, but 
also in such a case, it is not seen as an abduction since the girl is well informed about what is about 
to take place. 
From the narrations provided by Mrs Khosi and Teboho, another form of Ukuthwala is revealed 
where only the groom, his family and the girl’s family are aware of the anticipated marriage and the 
girl is not aware of such an agreement. This form is also seen in Zandile’s experience where her 
mother arranged with a man for Zandile’s marriage without her knowledge. This form of Ukuthwala 
happens often when the girl is likely to oppose her parents’ choice. Zandile was determined to reach 
her goal of becoming an accountant thus marriage was not something she wanted. However, in this 
type of Ukuthwala both the family of the bride and that of the groom reached an agreement of 
marriage, therefore the manner in which consent is understood in European terms (that is consent 
of the bride and groom only) does not apply here because the narratives reveal that in African 








4.3 Gender Socialisation: The Construction of a Proper African Woman 
and a Good Wife 
4.3.1 When Men Speak, Women Listen 
The discourse on Ukuthwala often begins by attributing its sustenance to issues of patriarchy; 
however, while this is undoubtedly true, it often neglects the contributions done by gender 
socialisation. In many studies conducted on this particular phenomenon, there has been little 
exploration on how young boys and girls, who grow up to become men and women, learn certain 
attitudes and behaviours that later influence their views on marriage (Makhosazane 2011: 40). This 
section, therefore, focuses on the impact gender socialisation has had on the participants. To fully 
understand this theme, the human body must be seen as an entity that is rooted in and that belongs 
to a specific geographical space. In her book titled Black Body, Radhika Mohanram (1999) explains 
the human body as a metaphor that is closely related to a specific geographical space and time. Her 
arguments on black women emphasise the place where she asserts that location is of the same 
importance as the women themselves. She insists that the identity and rendition of each person is 
constructed by the beliefs that govern their location (Mohanram 1999). Mohanram’s arguments of 
black women’s bodies assist in explaining how each of the rural villages that the women grew up in 
used their own unique socio-cultural and patriarchal ideologies to construct the identity of the 
women participants of this study. Through the arguments of Mohanram, I am able to realise how 
the villages moulded the participants’ identity as proper African women who are passive and who 
do not question male authority. 
When describing their daily lives as female children growing up in spaces where it was common for 
young girls to become brides, the theme of gender socialisation came up in all (100%) of the 
women’s narratives. Gender socialisation entails a process where individuals are taught behaviours, 
norms and customs which are associated with their assigned sex or gender (Enaifoghe, 2018: 14). 
Gender roles also refer to a set of socially appropriate behavioural norms for a specific sex within a 
specific cultural context. These behavioural norms include character traits, attitudes, and actions 
associated with individuals of a particular sex within that culture (Sadker and Zittleman 2019: 17). 
The process of gender socialisation is predominantly evident within a family or community context 






narratives of my participants, I observed that the process of gender socialisation plays a major role 
in the sustained existence of the Ukuthwala custom in Mmapeng village. Moreover, the acceptable 
gender behaviours assigned to female beings are founded on a patriarchal cultural system which 
often places them in a subordinate level to their male counterparts. The narrations below from Mrs 
Molefi and Tlali named some of the gender roles that were assigned to them as young girls and how 
marriage was prioritised in their gender socialisation process: 
…being a good bride for my husband’s family was not difficult for me. My mother-
in law wanted me to have the yard swept very early in the morning before everyone 
was awake, to also have boiling water ready on the fire so that she can have tea…I 
was used to all the chores and everything, I was doing the same thing back home 
before I was married (Mrs Molefi, 09 January 2020).  
I grew up knowing that lazy girls never get chosen for marriage...being unmarried 
and living in your father’s house is too disgraceful because that means you are a 
burden...you cannot allow that to happen (Mrs Tlali, 06 January 2020). 
The early stages of gender socialisation take place mainly within family systems where socially and 
culturally acceptable roles are assigned to individuals based on their sex. There is no evidence that 
proves that these roles are biologically determined, rather they are defined as sex appropriate by 
culture. Mrs Molefi indicated that the chores she was expected to do at her marital family’s home 
were exactly the same as the chores she was encouraged to do when she was still unmarried. In this 
sense, her family played a major role in teaching her acceptable behaviour that is expected from an 
African bride. Numerous scholars have alluded that the process of gender socialisation evolves 
within various contexts with gender inequality being the main one, aiming at reinforcing the position 
of the dominant group, which is invariably males (Williams and Sweetman 2001; Schneider and 
Baltes-Lohr 2018). The sweeping of the yard, fetching wood for fire, and taking care of the family 
that Mrs Molefi referred to, indicate how the world of female beings is contrasted and limited to 
the household for the benefit of the dominant group.  
Mrs Tlali also echoed what Mrs Molefi said and further added the issue of conformity to the 
description of gender socialisation that took place in their lives. Just as the human body is an 






socio-cultural perceptions that define her and eventually lead her to conform to socially acceptable 
norms and beliefs of her society (Marcelin 2012). The fear of being seen as a burden in her father’s 
house reinforced Mrs Tlali community’s beliefs and thus, led to her conformity and further 
influenced her to idolise and to view marriage as women’s end goal. Based on the acceptable 
behaviour encouraged by the participants’ communities, a woman is always imagined within the 
context of an ideal African family made up of a husband who is the leader of the household and a 
wife that cares for the family and that mothers the children. Hence, growing up in such spaces, 
qualities such as those mentioned by Mrs Molefi are always encouraged and imposed on young girls 
which ultimately make them idolise marriage and strive to become future good women and good 
wives who will be carers for their families. 
4.3.2 Ukuthwala as Violation towards Girls’ Educational Rights 
Due to the many cultural beliefs and practices that govern their communities, women in Mmapeng 
suffer an unequal legal status and a subordinate position in the social life hierarchy of their village. 
Furthermore, their subordination is also enabled by a lack of political and social will to combat 
violations that women constantly suffer, and, on the women’s part themselves, by a lack of 
knowledge, confidence, and skills to challenge such situations. Teboho’s experience serves as an 
example of the manner in which women are placed in a subordinate level for the benefit of men, 
she shared: 
You know ausi (sister), it is unfortunate that I did not finish school because of my 
father’s decision. I believe I would be very far with life right now but my family 
prioritised marriage for me and my sisters. I can even say he did not believe in 
school, he did not think I was capable of becoming anything greater than becoming 
a wife, and so he decided to take me out of school when I was doing grade 9 and 
he married me off (Teboho, 06 January 2020). 
From Teboho’s narrative, the aspect of education further emerged in addition to the descriptions 
that the other participants provided. Teboho was never encouraged to go to school and get an 
education, as it was decided by her father that she should stop attending school when she was in 
grade 9. The idea that in the African tradition, females should never question the decisions men 






In addition, Teboho shared that she constantly thought of the dire consequences that she would 
face should she had questioned her father’s decision. Wangari Maathai confirmed Teboho’s 
experiences when she alluded that “the silencing of oppositional views is equivalent to the othering 
that patriarchal societies have done to women'' (Wangari 2007: 156) 
Approaching the women’s narratives from the African Feminisms theory which informs this study, 
it emerged that a key feature that enables patriarchy to flourish in Mmapeng and in many other 
African rural areas is the notion of traditional gender roles. These roles emit men as rational, 
protective, strong and decisive while women are viewed as irrational, submissive, weak, and 
nurturing. The biological trait of being able to bear children is closely linked to the low social position 
women are placed in, as well as responsibilities women are assigned viz nurturing, raising children 
by committing themselves to family. Consequently, marriage has been institutionalised as an end 
goal for women within the masculinist state by virtue of their patriarchal inheritance from African 
traditions (Ebila 2015: 147).  The women’s assigned gender roles and their expected behavioural 
norms propagate and emphasise the ideology of marriage and motherhood. Thus, it is a common 
belief within the African tradition that a true proper African woman is not supposed to be too 
knowledgeable and too educated. Hence, Teboho’s father prioritised marriage over her education 
and consequently her chance to a better socio-economic future. The discourse on educated African 
women has in fact resulted in divisions between the elite and the grassroots women because 
educated women are often not seen as African enough while those who are not educated are 
termed as true proper women of Africa (Wangari 2007: 158).  The villages that Teboho and the other 
participants grew up in force masculinity and femininity character stereotypes which in turn 
reinforce iniquitous power relations between men and women. Ukuthwala allows for power to be 
concentrated in the hands of adult men. In this type of system, men hold authority over women, 
children, and property, leading to female subordination.  
4.4 Power Dynamics involved in the Planning of Ukuthwala 
The social life in most African rural communities is often characterised by hierarchies of gender and 
age; and this interlinks with the power dynamics that exist in such communities. Customs such as 
Ukuthwala and circumcision also affect one’s social standing within these hierarchies. For example, 






Similarly, a young man who has gone through initiation is seen to be a real man compared to the 
one who has not yet gone through the process. In Mmapeng, such hierarchies exist, for women, 
marriage serves as an essential point where a young girl transitions to full womanhood. Women’s 
social standings are often improved or raised higher when they get thwalad and they start birthing 
children. This theme does not only look at social standings within a community, it also focuses on 
the power different stakeholders have on the planning of the Ukuthwala practice. 
In the South African context, the Recognition of Customary Marriages Act 120 of 1998 commands 
that both the bride and the prospective groom must provide consent to their marriage, with 18 
years being the legal consent age. In cases where one or both parties are under 18 years, parental 
consent is an additional requirement for the validity of such marriage. The Act clearly states that 
parental consent should be ‘in addition’ to the bride’s consent. Unfortunately, that is not often the 
case. Due to the intense patriarchal attitude and the general cultural system of most villages in the 
Eastern Cape, fathers, male guardians or male relatives are often provided with greater power and 
privilege, placing women (and brides) in a subservient position that prevents them from giving 
consent to their marriages. The narratives from the women all showed aspects of power and 
hierarchy guided by the patriarchal cultural system in Eastern Cape villages. Therefore, this theme 
seeks to answer the question of who sanctions the custom, why and how; and also who the major 
players in the preparations process of Ukuthwala are. Poverty and economic hardships of many 
African communities are the main drivers of Ukuthwala. Young girls are married off to older men 
who can afford to pay the bride price and this is believed to be an economic relief for the girl’s 
family. Mrs Khosi was taken to be a bride when she was only 15 years old: 
I didn’t know anything, I was completely clueless. My uncles had planned this with 
my husband’s family…even my mother had no clue of what was happening. But 
even if she knew, she wouldn’t have stopped them, she also wanted those cows so 
that life could get better at home (Mrs Khosi, 07 January 2020). 
The experience of Mrs Khosi is the most typical way, where male guardians hold the power to 
arrange for Ukuthwala to take place. Proper women in the African tradition are women who do not 
talk back at men and who do not question men’s decisions. Silence is construed to mean respect 






to men by the African cultural system makes women silent but what about the implications of such 
silence? 
Zandile’s story, as alluded to earlier, was different from the experiences of the other women 
participants and the typical planning of Ukuthwala. The typical way is when the girl’s male guardians 
organise the marriage along with the groom and his family. The mother of the bride is in most cases 
not involved in the process also. Zandile was married when she was 17 years old and like most of 
her peers in the Eastern Cape, she comes from a poverty-stricken family that survived mainly on the 
small backyard vegetable garden they had. Before she was taken to be a bride, she worked as a 
cleaner at a local tuckshop after her school hours. In her family home she lived with her widowed 
mother; her four older brothers who were all unemployed; and three of her late sister’s children. 
Zandile’s older sister had died due to the infection of HIV/AIDS, leaving behind three young children 
under the care of Zandile’s mother. Unlike Mrs Tlali who got married to someone she knew and 
loved, Zandile explained how she always feared that she would one day be married off to a stranger 
she does not love. She indicated that she mostly feared losing her dreams of going to university to 
study towards becoming an accountant. Unfortunately for Zandile, the time came when she was 
faced with her fear. Her mother had secretly arranged with the family of Zandile’s prospective 
husband for her to be taken as a bride. Zandile’s experience was in contradiction to the experiences 
of most young girls who get thwalad. Ukuthwala is often arranged by men where women (both 
mothers of the brides and the brides themselves) have little or no say and are deprived of having a 
voice and giving consent to the marriages. With Zandile being away for most of the day everyday 
due to her school and her job at the local shop, her mother was faced with a heavy responsibility of 
household labour because she had to take care of her late sister’s three children as well as Zandile 
and her four unemployed brothers. Zandile’s brothers were often home but because of the intense 
gendered roles in most households in rural Eastern Cape, they did not assist much in household 
chores. With all this background, I could clearly see why Zandile’s mother exercised her power to 
arrange for Zandile’s Ukuthwala. Zandile revealed that in addition to the economic relief her bride's 
wealth would bring, her mother would also use it to find a bride for one of Zandile’s brothers. 
Acquiring a bride would then mean that she would have someone who would take on the bulk of 






In Zandile’s case, a shift of power is seen. Despite the presence of Zandile’s male siblings, her mother 
still held the power to arrange for Zandile’s Ukuthwala for the main reason of getting a bride that 
would help with domestic labour in their house. However, Zandile never consented to her marriage 
and this might suggest that in the hierarchy ladder within her community, older women, though 
inferior to older men, hold a level of power higher than that held by younger women and younger 
men. This shift of power that is evidenced in Zandile’s experiences concurs with the findings from a 
study conducted in 1996 by Lynn Thomas in Meru, Kenya. The study focused on the gender and 
generational politics of the 1956 ban on the custom of female circumcision. In the findings, it 
emerged that adult women hold a higher level of authority within the community, they are the ones 
performing the custom on the younger women (Thomas 1956). Older women in rural communities 
such as Mmapeng, exert pressure that forces younger women to conform to the norms and the 
cultural beliefs that govern their communities. For example, Mrs Molefi explained that the day when 
her Ukuthwala marriage was celebrated, she was showered with gifts and her family, especially her 
mother was honoured to have a married daughter, she shared: 
…I was given many new clothes and house things like brooms. I was happy 
because my family was proud of me getting married. My mother was also 
respected in our community because people could see that she raised a good 
woman who was worthy of getting chosen for marriage (Mrs Molefi, 06 
January 2020). 
4.5 The Digression of Ukuthwala and its Impact on Women 
This section illustrates the manner in which the traditional custom of Ukuthwala has digressed from 
a pure traditional practice to a complete act of criminality. It focuses on the difference between the 
true tradition of Ukuthwala that had pure intentions and its current distorted form that violates the 
rights of young girls. The experiences of older women participants are compared to the experiences 
of the younger women to show the differences between the old Ukuthwala and the current 
distorted Ukuthwala. In addition, the section draws attention to how the effects of Ukuthwala on 







4.5.1 The Changing Dynamics of Ukuthwala 
The custom of Ukuthwala has digressed over the years from being a pure tradition to being a form 
of violence and sexual exploitation to young girls or women. The rate of GBV in South Africa is 
extremely high and the distorted form of Ukuthwala is with no doubt one of the contributors. The 
South African Constitution of 1996 acknowledges and accommodates the country’s rich cultural 
diversity as well as customary law in sections 30 and 31. However, customary law is only 
accommodated if it does not violate human rights stated under the Bill of Rights. The contemporary 
practiced form of Ukuthwala shares various traits with the crime of human trafficking. The 
narratives from the older women participants all indicate major changes in the practice of 
Ukuthwala when compared to the narrative of the younger women participants. Mrs Khosi explains: 
Getting married in our culture means you are going to be a bride not only to your 
husband but to his whole family too. So being taken at a young age also means 
that your husband and his family will get the opportunity to groom you into the 
wife they want. So, for a few years after I was taken, I spent a lot of time with my 
mother-in-law who was teaching me how to treat her son and how to take care of 
her whole family, she was teaching me how to become a bride in her home (Mrs 
Khosi, 07 January 2020). 
When reading this theme, it is imperative for one to fully understand the true foundation of 
Ukuthwala and to also realise the spirit of uBuntu behind it. In its true form, Ukuthwala plays a vital 
role in encouraging interconnectedness and building close ties between the two families and also 
within the community. Mrs Khosi’s experiences above indicate that she was married off at a very 
tender age mainly because her husband’s family aimed at raising her into a wife they needed in their 
home. Such an act ties the two families together and the African spirit of interconnectedness is 
evidenced. Thus, the true traditional form of Ukuthwala shows a sense of social cohesion; solidarity 
and a collective consciousness which form the core of uBuntu. According to a description provided 
by Maluleke (2012: 16), the true form of Ukuthwala was only targeted at girls or women who were 
of an older or marriageable age. This concurs with what Herbst and Du Plessis (2008: 6) stated, that 
traditional law does not necessarily have a specific age that is said to be a requirement for a young 
girl to get married. But events such as puberty and initiation were taken as markers for accepting 






In her narration, Mrs Khosi further indicated that when a young girl was taken for marriage, her 
husband was not allowed to have any sexual activity with her until she was said to be old enough to 
engage in sexually activities by the mother-in-law. This is confirmed by a study conducted by Van 
der Watt and Ovens (2012: 15) when they stated that it was extremely prohibited for the groom to 
have sexual intercourse with his bride immediately after she was thwalad. The young girl was 
instead placed under the care of womenfolk up until she was termed old enough and ready for 
sexual intercourse. Teboho, who is one of the young participants of this study shared her very 
different experiences of Ukuthwala which highlighted the current distorted form of the practice:  
My parents married me off at a very small age, I was vulnerable. My husband 
coerced me to engage in sexual activities from the very first day I arrived in his 
home, he wanted me to give birth as soon as possible and that was difficult. It felt 
like rape over and over again. I had to run away, I was going to die if I did not leave. 
Even though I knew the consequences of returning home, I was ready to face it all. 
(Teboho 06 January 2020) 
I attribute this shift of a pure custom to a serious form of criminality partially to colonialism, 
imperialism and apartheid. Originally, African culture held enormous power because everything 
within it was done in a collective rather than in an individualistic way hence, there was a strong 
social control mechanism. When the settlers invaded Africa, a break from tradition was evidenced, 
the individualistic characteristics of the west were imposed on Africans and aimed at eradicating 
the collective nature of the African people. This resulted in weaker social control mechanisms which 
fuelled criminal activity when the individual felt that they do not belong anywhere. When an 
individual lacks a sense of belonging, he or she may be motivated to commit crime against society 
(Van der Watt and Ovens 2012: 15). An observation made by Mbiti in 1969 confirms this. Mbiti 
(1969: ix) noticed increased levels of separation and alienation and he alluded that “modernisation 
has removed the African from the support group where the stressors such as poverty leave the 
individual isolated and without support. This situation can be referred to as a void in which this lone 
figure stand.” By comparing the experiences of Mrs Khosi and Teboho above, a major difference is 
evidenced. While Mrs Khosi was raised to become a wife her husband needed, Teboho was being 
sexually abused. And unfortunately, data shows that in today’s Ukuthwala, many young girls are 






goals and dreams are compromised in the process. They face a greater risk of maternal mortality 
due to early pregnancy and they also face risks of being infected with sexually transmitted diseases 
like HIV/AIDS.  
4.5.2 How the Distorted Form of Ukuthwala Affects Women 
The eradication of the true nature of African culture directly resulted in many distorted colonial 
constructs of African customs which are now affecting women negatively. This section discusses 
how the currently practiced distorted form of Ukuthwala impacts the lives of women who 
experience it first-hand. The issue of GBV or domestic violence in South Africa remains a highly 
pervasive problem (Mogale et al. 2012: 581). Women are still in an unequal level with men wherein 
they are overpowered by the patriarchal ways that perpetuate their subordination. One major 
challenge facing South African women is the problem of violence and abuse. The fact that women 
are still viewed as inferior and men’s property (first their fathers and then their husbands) means 
they are more likely to be mistreated in their communities, in the workplace, and even in their 
homes. That is why a man thinks it is okay for him to rob a young girl of her chance to get an 
education and a better future by marrying her off; or to ‘pay’ for a young girl so that he can fulfil his 
sexual desires and later justify his actions using culture.  
Psychological Effects: Self-blame, Betrayal, and Hopelessness 
When discussing the effects of Ukuthwala on the women’s lives, I questioned my participants how 
they felt on the day of their Ukuthwala and how has their lives changed ever since that particular 
day. While Mrs Khosi and Mrs Tlali’s responses were of positive feelings, Zandile and particularly, 
Teboho’s responses evidenced feelings of self-blame, feeling betrayed and hopeless. Teboho saw 
herself as a victim and she blamed her family for consenting to such a practice; but she mostly 
blamed herself for not having the courage to escape away from her perpetrator sooner. With teary 
eyes, she shared: 
I should have never gone out of the house that day, I felt very uneasy in the morning 
as if I knew what was about to happen…I should have listened to my intuition and 
stayed home. If I did not go out, maybe they would not have taken me, right? But 






and bully me for a long time. I lacked the strength to escape because I was afraid 
of what people would call me (Teboho, 06 January 2020). 
Self-blame is another form of emotional abuse that is often used by perpetrators to intimidate their 
victims. This notion is also supported by both Iyanuolo (2008) and Hanzi (2006) who argued that 
most men who marry young girls through Ukuthwala abuse them emotionally and psychologically- 
reminding them of their poor backgrounds; telling them they are useless; or forcing them to do 
degrading activities. From the above narration, Teboho blamed herself for allowing her then 
husband to abuse her and for staying silent about it because she feared her community would blame 
her and see her as a failure. These findings are confirmed by a study conducted by Moser and Clark 
(2001) who asserted that most women blame themselves for not expressing their abuse experiences 
publicly mainly because they fear how other people will see them. The pressure from Teboho’s 
community and family also contributed to her fear of escaping her abusive marriage because most 
African communities coerce women to accept Ukuthwala and to stay in their marriages regardless 
of the abuse in it. This one famous Setswana saying confirms this view: mosadi o tshwara thipa ka 
fa bogaleng. The literal translation is: a woman holds the knife on the sharp side, meaning even 
when her hand is bleeding she must still hold on tight, even when she is abused and degraded she 
must still hold on to her marriage.  
In another response from Zandile, feelings of betrayal surfaced as she explained how she felt 
betrayed by firstly her mother and secondly by her husband, she shared: 
I was a determined and bright student at school, I had bigger plans and they all 
went down the drain when my mother secretly arranged for a stranger to marry 
me. I feel that she betrayed me because she knew my dreams of becoming an 
accountant. But because I was young and I respected her as my mother I sacrificed 
my future and my life for what, huh sister? For an abusive cheating husband. She 
is not here now to see how much I suffer (Zandile, 08 January 2020). 
Zandile’s narration indicates strong feelings of betrayal that she has towards both her mother and 
her husband because she feels that her mother did not allow her to pursue her dreams of becoming 
an accountant, and now her husband who is supposed to love is abusive and he has multiple extra 






the bride price they pay encourages them to perceive their wives as their property and thus allowing 
them to treat them in any way they want. This further enables these men to be violent towards their 
wives and to expose them to sexually transmitted diseases like HIV/AIDS by having multiple sexual 
partners. Such abuse affects the victims psychologically to an extent that they develop feelings of 
being hopeless and suicidal thoughts (Curran and Bonthuys 2005). 
4.6 Conclusion 
This chapter provided a detailed discussion of all the themes that arose from the women’s 
narratives. The themes include the construction of proper women which entailed how the norms 
and the beliefs of the spaces in which the participants grew up continuously trained them for 
marriage. Secondly, the chapter discussed the power dynamics involved in Ukuthwala, describing 
who the major players or stakeholders in the practice are and why. Thirdly, how the Ukuthwala has 
mutated from a mere cultural practice to a criminal act over the years is also described by comparing 
the experiences of the older women with those of the younger women participants. In the next 
chapter, how the themes address the specific objectives of this study is discussed and the main 








Chapter 5. Analytical Discussion, Recommendations, and 
Conclusion 
5.1 Introduction 
This research study followed an African Feminisms theory to explore the voices and lived-
experiences of women from Mmapeng village, and their encounter with the practice of Ukuthwala. 
The study sought to understand the practice from the women’s point of view. Hence, the main focus 
was on the women’s true thoughts and feelings about Ukuthwala; how their upbringing connects 
to the practice; and how being married through Ukuthwala has affected their adult lives. This 
research study was guided by a main research question: “What meanings do women from 
Mmapeng in the Eastern Cape attach to their lived-experiences of Ukuthwala?” This final chapter 
thus, provides a summary of the study’s main findings. The findings are discussed in a manner that 
answers the main research question and the objectives of the study. The limitations are further 
discussed and lastly recommendations are provided. 
5.2 A Recap of the Study Research Objectives 
The study aimed at understanding the practice of Ukuthwala by exploring the realities of women 
who have experienced it first-hand. To realise this objective, the following research sub questions 
were pursued: 
● How do women from Mmapeng describe the custom of Ukuthwala from their own 
perspective? 
● How did women from Mmapeng encounter the practice of Ukuthwala in their lives? 
● In what way has the act of Ukuthwala affected the lives of women from Mmapeng? 
 
5.3 Meanings Attached to the Lived-experiences of Women 
One of the key aims of this research study was to find out how the women view and describe the 
custom of Ukuthwala in their own words. The study found that the women had experienced 






because none of the women explained Ukuthwala as a foreign custom that is not known within the 
Xhosa/ Sotho tribes. This question further found that Ukuthwala occurs in more than one form. The 
first form occurs when the girl is not allowed to consent to her marriage. The women likened this 
form to a kidnap or an abduction because the consent of the girl is not considered to be important. 
The second form takes place when the girl is aware, and she is involved in the planning of her thwala. 
This form usually takes place when the girl is willing to get married to her prospective husband; or 
when a couple has been dating secretly, this form of Ukuthwala becomes a solution by validating 
the relationship between the two individuals. This objective thus indicates the danger of a single 
story that I discussed in the beginning of this dissertation that single stories tend to be incomplete 
and that leads to intense misrepresentations of the other people. 
Most African remote areas are governed by extremely oppressive traditions that work perfectly to 
keep women in a subordinated position hence, rural African women often suffer from the 
patriarchal cultural beliefs valued in their communities. The issue of power dynamics involved in the 
social life of these areas was extensively discussed throughout the study. The findings thus 
confirmed that indeed, the process of gender socialisation that cultivate the attitudes of young girls 
and boys, who will become future women and men, assign more power to men over women and 
thereby contributing to the abuse and mistreatment of women. Zandile and Teboho’s experiences 
of Ukuthwala indicated this type of mistreatment because they both felt abused by their husbands 
who always reminded them that they paid for their bride price and hence they were their ‘property’. 
From these women’s narrations, it became clear that in some forms, Ukuthwala contributes to the 
rate of GBV in South Africa. While the older women participants indicated that they were not 
negatively affected by their Ukuthwala, the younger women felt that their lives and future had been 
robbed by their marriages. I therefore attribute this difference between the older women and the 
younger ones to the digression of Ukuthwala from a pure traditional practice that had good 
intentions to a criminal act that men use to exploit young girls and women. 
The key argument I presented from the two forms of Ukuthwala that the women described is that 
Ukuthwala took place as a pure custom that was aimed at fulfilling responsibilities that were good 
for the community. But over the years, this form has been changed into a form of gendered abuse 
against young girls. Ukuthwala as a pure custom aimed to create close ties between two families 






shared sense of responsibility. When compared to the form that was described by Zandile and 
Teboho, it is doubtful that such a practice serves any good responsibility to the community.  
In every social group worldwide, there are specific traditional practices that reflect the beliefs and 
practices that are valued by its members and also that guides their way of life. Some of these 
practices are beneficial to all the members of the social group, while others are detrimental to other 
members such as women or children. In addition to Ukuthwala, these detrimental practices include 
female circumcision, virginity testing, widow’s rituals, breast sweeping or ironing, cleansing after 
male circumcision, and witch hunting (Maluleke 2012: 10). Despite vast efforts made to combat 
their detrimental nature and their violation against internationally recognised human rights, such 
customs are still prevalent in many parts of the world, South Africa included, because they are often 
seen as integral parts of those who practice them. 
The purpose of this section is to discuss, in addition to the gendered roles that have been explained 
in the previous sections, the impact of traditional customs such as Ukuthwala and female 
circumcision on gender equality; and how these customs contribute to the further subordination of 
women. For the sake of this study and its theoretical approach, the customs are discussed in close 
relation to the influence exerted by colonialism, imperialism, and apartheid on the African cultural 
tradition. This involves a discussion of what truly constitutes African tradition, in comparison to the 
colonial and the imperial construct which is now seen as African culture. While discussing the 
oppressive African customs, a difference between African culture and colonial construct is also 
provided. However, by providing this differentiation, the section does not refrain from the fact that 
these customs are extremely harmful, and they violate the women’s human rights; they further 
reinforce the inequalities that exist between men and women which fuel most of the other social 
issues our societies are currently faced with. The following section singles out and discusses female 
circumcision as another example, in addition to Ukuthwala, that highlights the manner in which 
traditional customs in Africa are utilised to keep women in an inferior position to men.  
Female Circumcision 
Female circumcision is the partial or total disfigurement that includes cutting off the external female 
genitalia; or changing the form of the labia by elongating them. This traditional custom has been 






Tsonga and the Sotho tribes. The custom serves as an essential ritual that marks the transition of 
young girls into womanhood. Moreover, it is believed that it keeps the female from being sexually 
active until marriage, it guarantees virginity, and it prevents women’s sexual desires. Female 
circumcision is performed without any anaesthetic, under non-hygienic conditions by elderly 
women who have little or no knowledge of human anatomy. Due to this, the consequences that 
arise include infection, permanent health issues, severe pain, haemorrhage and even death. Despite 
these dreadful risks, its advocates, similar to those of Ukuthwala, view it as an essential part of their 
cultural and ethnic identity, and they perceive it as their religious obligation. 
The findings from the Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) program that was conducted in six 
African countries (the Central African Republic, Côte d'Ivoire, Egypt, Eritrea, Mali and Sudan) 
indicate that 97% of reproductive-age women in these countries have been circumcised (DHS 2013). 
Prevalence of female circumcision varies across countries for example in Mali the overall percentage 
of women who have been circumcised is 94%, while in Tamachek the percentage is only 17 (Althaus 
1997). Further results from local surveys indicate that in Uganda, only 5% of reproductive-age 
women have undergone circumcision, and up to 98% in Congo, Dijibouti and Somalia (DHS 2013). 
Female circumcision takes place in three different forms of excision namely clitoridectomy which is 
when the clitoris is partially or completely amputated; second is the excision where both the labia 
minora and the clitoris are completely amputated; and thirdly is the infibulation, the most severe 
form where after the removal of the clitoris and the labia minora, the remaining part of the labia is 
scraped away to create a raw surface and the edges are then stitched together leaving only a small 
opening for urine and menstrual blood (Althaus 1997). 
The main purpose served by female circumcision is to ensure that young girls remain ‘pure’ or virgins 
until they are married. This custom forms an integral part of societies that promote and practice it; 
and in such societies patriarchal authority as well as men’s control over female sexuality and fertility 
are very common. In many African societies, a young girl is taught to remain ‘pure’ for the man who 
will marry her, while male children are encouraged to explore and fulfil their sexual desires 
(Maluleke 2012: 8). In another common African custom known as ‘cleansing’ of young men after 
their initiation, the newly initiated young men are encouraged to rape a female or a widow in order 
to ‘cleanse’ themselves and become ‘real men’ (Maluleke 2012: 12). Most African cultures consider 






the husband’s family holds a right to physically inspect their bride’s body prior to the marriage to 
check and ensure that she is still infibulated or closed. This act ensures the husband that the bride 
is still ‘pure’ (Warsame 1994).  
The cultural practices described above, along with the findings of this study, indicate the struggle 
that rural women in South Africa still face today. Thus, I argue that patriarchy relies on cultural and 
traditional beliefs to achieve and sustain its major objective of keeping women in a low and 
subordinate level on the social life hierarchy. Gender socialisation, which is an essential process 
used to pass down cultural and traditional beliefs from generation to generation, is utilised by 
patriarchy to emphasise gendered roles that ensure the reduction of women’s bodies to mere 
objects used by men for sexual exploitation. The women from Mmapeng were taught, from an early 
age, roles that encouraged them to view marriage as an end goal for women. This in turn, led them 
to accepting Ukuthwala as an appropriate way to get married. The overemphasised ‘acceptable’ 
behaviour expected from women as stipulated by patriarchal societies has led to the silencing of 
these women’s voices (Kisitu and Siwila 2016) to an extent that they agree that their consent to 
their marriages is not of importance. Unfortunately, for some women like Zandile and Teboho, this 
silencing means their bodies are constantly sites of struggle, in which all forms of abuse flourish in 
the name of culture. With the current state of GBV in South Africa, a need arises to further explore 
the oppressive cultural beliefs that serve as a foundation to the violation of women’s rights.  
5.4 Recommendations 
The study focused on the voices of women from Mmapeng by providing them with an opportunity 
to raise their concerns of Ukuthwala as they have experienced it in their lives. The aim was to 
provide an in-depth understanding of the custom of Ukuthwala by explaining it through the 
women’s perspective. The first recommendation is to suggest future research to focus on deriving 
effective interventions that could assist in lowering the current distorted form of Ukuthwala. This 
will assist in combating the high rate of GBV in South Africa. The interventions, contrary to those 
that “have been championed by many factors such as colonialism, patriarchy, and religio-cultural 
ideologies” (Kisitu and Siliwa 2016: 185), should be derived by focusing on what voices of the women 
who experience this practice on a daily basis and not on secondary sources. Secondly, I wish to 






custom of the detrimental effects it has not only on the wellbeing of women and girls but also on 
the larger social and economic development of our country. Thirdly, the South African government 
must ensure that the punishment of those that practice the distorted form of Ukuthwala, and other 
oppressive customs be enforced and be made more severe. Lastly, this study found that Ukuthwala 
happens mostly because of economic hardships that many rural communities face. Therefore, 
improving the economic life of rural areas will, with no doubt, assist to alleviate the issue of 
Ukuthwala. 
5.5 Limitations of the Study 
This section provides a discussion of the study’s limitations. Qualitative research is undoubtedly 
essential in providing meaningful and rich data hence, the findings from this study should not be 
generalised to all rural African women who have experienced Ukuthwala first-hand because these 
women should never be perceived as a homogenised group. Secondly, an interview question guide 
was followed during the interviews, but each interview was unique in terms of the conversation 
flow and the women’s responses. Therefore, the findings should be seen as areas of further research 
instead of generalisations. In terms of the women’s responses, Ukuthwala is a very sensitive topic 
to some of them and often, my questions uncovered hurtful conversations they did not want to 
engage in and thus, disrupting the easy flow of our conversations. 
 
5.6 Conclusion 
In this chapter, the findings of the study were discussed alongside the main research question and 
the research objectives. It emerged that women, especially rural women must be given an 
opportunity to voice out their realities because when they are given a chance to speak, new 
information is discovered. The chapter further discussed the different meanings the participants 
attach to their lived-experiences of Ukuthwala. The African Feminisms theory helped in prioritising 
the voices of the participants and studying Ukuthwala from their pure point of view. The limitations 
were further discussed, and the chapter concluded with a few recommendations for future 
research. This study further found that there is a distorted form of Ukuthwala that exploits and 
violates the rights of young girls. Thus, it was suggested that this form of Ukuthwala must be 
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Dear Prospective Participant 
 
My name is Phomolo Maoba, a Masters in Sociology student at the University of Johannesburg. My 
research study is entitled Understanding the Practice of Ukuthwala: An Analysis of the Experiences 
of Women from the Eastern Cape, and it has been examined and approved by the University of 
Johannesburg Faculty Higher Degrees Committee. This research study seeks to understand the 
practice of forced child marriage through analysing the lived-experiences of women who were 
forced to marry as children. The study also aims to produce more effective interventions to combat 
forced child marriages through analysing the experiences of women who have been forced to marry 
while they were children.  
 
Participants of this study will be interviewed for roughly 45 minutes or less, and they will be asked 
questions relating to their own personal experiences of being forced into marriage as a child. More 
specifically, the questions will focus on the coping mechanisms the participants used, and their 
survival strategies amongst others. Participants of this study are to be recognised as valuable 
individuals who provide knowledgeable insights about the practice of forced child marriage. The 
information provided by participants may also lead to the development of better solutions that 
could combat this practice and thus save younger generations of girls into experiencing it. The risks 
associated with this study are fairly minimal, such as experiencing unpleasant emotions from 
recalling unpleasant memories. The participants are however encouraged to tell the researcher for 
a break or to discontinue with the study all together if they experience any discomfort. No harm is 
intended on the participants, and assurance that the information provided by the participants will 
not be linked to them in any way. Fake names will be assigned to every participant to protect their 
identity. Your participation is therefore kindly requested. 
 
You are free to ask any questions pertaining to the research or about your participation. I can be 
contacted by email: phomolomaoba@gmail.com; phone call: 078 504 5525. You may also contact 
my supervisor, Professor Kezia Batisai by email: keziab@uj.ac.za or by phone: 011 559 3438. 
 











Appendix 3: Informed Consent Form 
 
Informed Consent Form 
 
Dear prospective participant, 
 
You are invited to partake in a study which will be conducted by me Phomolo Maoba, a Masters 
student from the Sociology Department of the University of Johannesburg. The study is titled 
Understanding the Practice of Ukuthwala: An Analysis of the Experiences of Women from the 
Eastern Cape, and it aims to understand the practice of forced child marriage by analysing the lived-
experience of women who have been coerced into marriage while they were children.  
 
A qualitative methodology will be employed as the research approach and the data will be extracted 
using semi-structured in-depth interviews that will last for roughly 45 minutes of less. There are no 
material benefits for anyone who participates in this study. Pseudonyms will be used to protect the 
identity of the participants and to enhance their confidentiality. Participation in this study is 
completely involuntary and should the participants feel any discomfort they are encouraged to stop 
their participation at any given point. 
 
Should you have any questions about the research project, you may call me at 078 504 5525 or send 
an email at phomolomaoba@gmail.com. You may also contact my supervisor at keziab@uj.ac.za or 
call her at 011 559 3438. 
 
 
This is to confirm that I consent to participate in this study. I understand that I can withdraw from 
the study at any time and that I will not be identified by any name in any research document. 
 
 











Appendix 4: Consent Form for Recordings 
 
An Informed Consent Form for Recording Interviews 
 
I ………………………………………………………………… (Full names of participant) hereby agree to be a 
participant of this study, voluntarily so. I acknowledge and agree to be interviewed and to have 
all the interviews recorded and analysed for the study. 
 
 
Signature of Participant……………………………..Date…………………………. 
 








Appendix 5: Interview Guide 
 
Interview guide: What meanings do women from Mmapeng in the Eastern Cape attach to their 
lived-experiences of forced child marriage? 
1. Biographical questions 
 
1.1 What is your name? 
1.2 What is your sex? 
1.3 What is your age? 
1.4 Where are you from? 
1.5 Where do you currently stay? 
1.6 What is your marital status? 
1.7 How long have you been married? 
 
2. Background questions 
 
2.1 How would you describe your childhood? How were you brought up? 
2.2 How would you describe the place or village in which you were brought up? 
2.3 According to you, what is marriage? 
2.4 When did you get married? 
2.5 How old were you when you got married? 
2.6 Were you a school leaner when you got married? 
2.7 How old was your husband when he married you? 
 
3. Lived-experiences questions 
 
3.1 How did you get married? 
3.2 Can you please describe the day you met your husband? 
3.3 What are some of the goals you wanted to achieve before you got married? 
3.4 Do you think getting married helped you or prevented you from achieving those goals? How 
and why? 
3.5 How did getting married change your life? 
3.6 What are the things that you were expected to do as a wife? 
3.7 What strategies did you use to deal or cope with all the expectations your family, in-laws, 






3.8 In your opinion, would you say you were forced into marriage? 
 
4. Meanings questions 
4.1 Would you say Ukuthwala is an abusive and oppressive practice to women and young girls? 
Why or why not? 
4.2 Are you aware of the South African legislation against the practice of Ukuthwala? 
4.3 How common is Ukuthwala in your community today? 
4.4 How has the practice of Ukuthwala changed over the years? 
